Phase One, 


Genesis 


After the Solstice, Nova had a dream. 

She was sitting on the balcony with her father, a space in 
which she was both very young and a more recent incarna- 
tion of herself. It was eventide, and together they watched 
the Moth battle a lamp, rushing against it again and again. 

How come it keeps doing that? She frowned. You'd think 
it would learn to stop. 

Her father wasn’t troubled. Jt is its nature. 

But what does it gain from it? What purpose... She fell off. 

Moths are older than these lights of ours, Nova. 

As he spoke, something in the Moth seemed to stir. Its 
movements slowed, becoming less natural and more delib- 
erate. Treading this way and that it swayed toward the face 
of the lamp, easing itself onto the surface. 

PouGH! The light shattered, showering the Moth in 
sparks and glass to the pavement below. Silence followed, 
uncertain. 

Tentative, Nova went to the rail. Her sight didn’t focus, 
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something drew her on further. Stepping over it she leapt 
out in space, fluttering to the ground. Planting there 
gently, the Moth lay at her feet: ashes. Just a smear on the 
cement. 

Hanging her head, Nova turned to the balcony. It seemed 
further away, her father just peering out from above. When 
she tried to return, she was dragged back to the pavement. 
An anchor. The sky was suddenly so immense, endless, but 
she couldn't fall into it. An anchor kept holding her back. 
She cried out for help, but Janus stared through her. She 
followed his sight. 

Out of the Moth’s ashes a phoenix had risen, all crack- 
ling fire: a being with a light of nir own. A beat of nir 
wings and the Cosmos went alight. 

> 

Awareness. The dream faded. All it left was the impres- 
sion of something immense. Without that, there was 
nothing. 

“Bzzzh.” There was sound. She could...hear a buzzing 
sensation, impalpable but growing sounder. It expanded 
all around her, a body. A human form. 

Nova, she was Nova: a girl of nineteen, and her hearing 
had evolved into a phuzzy sense of touch. She couldn't see 
anything. Reaching forward, Nova touched the sky. 

“Aack!” Light had pierced the most reclusive regions of 
her head. It balled into a fist, pounding at her cranium to 
the beat of her heart. Blinking...blinking...spotted. In a 
moment she retaliated, batting her phuzzing limbs against 
the darkness. The ceiling fell away for good. 

Brightness. Blinking...blinking...her head swam with 
neon visions. Gradually, Nova crept into the day. She was 
in a bunker, nestled in a sea of wreckage. Broken rooves 
and walls, floors and ceilings, doors and windows: all the 
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relics of days past strewn around her. They'd been washed 
onto the face of a volcano, the tide nibbling at her con- 
tainer: coaxing Nova up into the crater to be melded down 
and cast about again. 

The Human bobbed with recognition. The prattle had 
come to pass: winter solstice twentyfortysix, the end of an 
era. 

Something stirred in the bunker. Nova went still. Slowly, 
as if a movement might prick her, she turned. A grey fig- 
ment of existence lay at her side, glaring in accusation. Its 
eyes were ebon windows to emptiness. The bunker was 
caked with blood. 

Nova scrambled back, pressing herself as far off as she 
could get. Could she kill it? Would that do it justice? She 
gleaned it over. It wasn’t monstrous, it needed... 

In the back of her vision Nova thought she saw a figure, 
a cloaked persona on the shore. Blinking...and ne was 
gone. 

She breathed a heavy sigh and shut her eyes. “Fortuna 
caeca est.” 

Nova slipped into the water, affecting elegance she 
thought suited death. It was a natural fit: her long, dark 
tangle of hair, the gangly sway of her hips, her coffee skin, 
her ebon eyes allusions to something forgotten. The waves 
came slow, but time passed not in seconds. It lagged, 
and then it swung forward: flickering between effect and 
cause, indeterminate between the two. It just ran deeper... 
and deeper...washing over, rinsing and returning elements, 
until it swallowed her. 

From beneath, time didn’t flow any way. The sur- 
face was just an abstraction, dancing far off. The depths 
must've been cold, but Nova felt nothing. Her memories 
were alien, a haze she could touch without feeling. There 
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was no euphoria in the deep, no conclusion or climax. Just 
emptiness... 

A shadow. Something stirred beyond. Though its eyes 
were past seeing, its ears past hearing, its hands long past 
creating anything, the body bloomed toward it: arms 
began to move, legs began to kick. By the time Nova was 
sentient she had returned from the depths. 

“Splish!” Disoriented and out of breath Nova twisted 
about, choking on the open air for sign of life. There was 
something in the sky, a violet shape: a violet aircraft head- 
ing around the volcano. It resembled a zeppelin. Some- 
thing had dropped from it, a little glider, and by the time 
Nova could make out the speck in its clutches the aircraft 
was passing from sight. 

She felt kicked. Could a human have piloted the zep- 
pelin? Had it ever really come at all? The glider was there, 
drifting as if it made sense. Something must have sent it, 
but why? 

Novas eyes were on the bunker now, drawn without 
searching. It was just the two of them. The glider was 
whirling lower in the sky, and could disappear forever in 
the rubbish. She may have created it, but that didn’t make 
it hers. It couldn't be hers. This delivery belonged to her. 

$ 

The Human stalked over the rubble like a wraith, her 
eyes fixed on the last murmur of the glider, where it had 
passed from sight. As she crept over a slab of asphalt Nova 
spotted it: snagged upon the splintered remnants of a 
door. Clambering over she fished it out, squatted back, 
tore away its package paper. A little ebon box lay in her 
hands, no bigger than what held a ring. It flipped upward 
at a latch, and there one sat: its jewel a violet iris. Glaring 
at her. The pupil was a little aster. Plucking it from the 
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velvet, Nova turned it in her fingertips. Three planets were 
etched along its rim: one waxing, one waning, one dark. It 
reminded Nova of the atom. The Serum. 

Entranced, Nova slid on the Ring, fingered it with inter- 
est. A perfect fit. The violet gem clicked in place at her 
touch, a monochrome hologram appearing just above it. 
Ne was a feminine figure, hardly bigger than the finger ne 
hovered about. Nova was tempted to touch nem, ensure 
ne wasnt matter, and she recognised nem from before. 
Ne was thirty in appearance, very beautiful, adorned with 
pearls and a feathered hat. In nir gloved hands ne held an 
envelope. 

“Hello, Darling: I am the Pilot. I have here with me a 
message for you, may I open it?” Nir voice was purring, a 
strange accent of ice and space. 

“Yes. No: I would like to open it.” 

“Very well.” Ne smiled, flickering into the envelope. 
Nova gestured it open, and it folded into the simulacrum 


of a letter. Guiding it with her fingertips, she read: 
HUMAN. 
I AM VERY CURIOUS ABOUT YOU. I’D LIKE 
YOU TO COME OVER FOR DINNER, SO WE CAN 
CHAT. EMBEDDED IN THIS DEVICE ARE MY 
COORDINATES. I AM LOOKING FORWARD TO 
YOUR VISIT. 


-VIOLET 


Nova knew to smash it, but she didn’t. Wisdom, what 
had it amounted to? She felt something blossom in her 
chest. 

Im curious, too. 
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Nova 


After fighting other students at Academy, Nova was forced 
to see a guide. She was nine. 

There'd been a long and uncomfortable silence, pene- 
trated with kind remarks and unanswered questions. It 
was a simple office: autumn colours, plants, an impres- 
sionist landscape that Nova avoided. Instead she focused 
on her tea: refusing it. 

“Tve gathered that you're musically inclined.” Quin 
spoke up. She was a cute woman, young, with olive skin 
and friendly eyes. 

Nova glared at her. “Mother told you that.” 

Quin waited. 

“Mother hasn't played it either, not once since. She’s the 
one who made me play it in the first place.” 

“Your mother hasn't told me anything.” 

A moment. Nova turned back to her tea. 

“While you havent exactly participated much, you've 
tapped your foot constantly, and bobbed your head...” 


6 


Nova. 


“That could mean anything. You went through my 
record.” 

“I have a younger brother.” Quin looked at Nova, 
unwavering, but without observing her. “He’s always done 
the same thing. He plays for the symphony.” 

“You're a liar.” 

Silence. 

“You said youd been told I’m good at music.” 

“I said I’ve gathered that. That’s about all you've lent me 
so far.” A smile. “Other than you cross your arms when 
you don’t want to talk.” 

Nova recrossed her arms. 

“Novello, I’m not going to tell you what to do. That’s not 
my profession. But instruments, Novello, instruments are 
a tool like these sessions are a tool. They can hurt people, 
but they can also create music.” 

> 

Nova's jaw clenched, her legs buckling from under her. 
Leaning forward onto her elbows she took deep, chuck- 
ling breaths, her muscles taut. A moment. An other. The 
nausea subsided. A wry grin of relief. 

She had wandered from the shore up the volcano, look- 
ing for something to drink. It seemed a long time until she 
had found a cooler, which she'd collapsed into: lapping up 
the tart liquid inside. It hadn't killed her, yet. She'd han- 
dled some wafers as well, which felt like tar in her throat. 

Something glared at her in the rubble, now. Nova 
shaded herself with her fingertips, making out the shape 
of a metallic coffin. 

A bunker. Nova staggered to it, only to discover that the 
door was charred. She bent over it, prying at a corner that 
had folded out. With a jerk the latch surrendered, flopping 
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It was a wonder the charcoal inside held human shape. 
Squinting through a whiff of burnt meat, Nova searched 
for the dead’s syringe. Could the Serum melt? She wasn’t 
about to dig through the ashes to find out. Backing off of 
the container, the Human felt as if shed stumbled to the 
edge of a great precipice. The Serum couldnt have been 
used, either way. Nova brushed her own syringe: a lump 
against her pocket, feeling insecure. 

“Heheh.” Something giggled. The humanoid was just 
above her, hanging out the window of a broken vehicle. 
Scarred and burnt and bloody, nir gooey skin was etched 
with charcoal markings. Ne hadnt any jaw, just a long 
tongue lolling out at her. 

Nova crept toward nem. Ne knew something, something 
strange, but not altogether unfamiliar. A jackal bounding 
through her head. The jackal giggled, panted, convulsed: 
spurting and dribbling as Nova stroked nir face, tracing 
the valleys between scars. Nir pupils were mismatched. At 
her touch ne positively squirmed with delight. 

“SNAP!” A burn at the joint of her thumb. The jackal 
held a thumb now, shoved it down nir throat. “HehEhe- 
Hackheghurhehuck.” Ne was giggling harder than ever, 
practically gurgling it down. The jackal might've choked, 
but ne didn't. Ne gobbled it right up. 

Puzzled, Nova turned to the stinging sensation. Crim- 
son. She hadn't any thumb now, not on her right hand. O. 

Piano keys plucked at the Human’s spine as she stum- 
bled back from the cannibal writhing in the window. Not 
a cannibal. Not a human. Tripping over something Nova 
found herself somersaulting down the slope, banging her 
shin against this and snagging her hair onto that. The 
sensations rustled against her. She could hear her heart 
though, pulsating where her thumb had been. Nova won- 
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dered if the jackal heard it, too. 

“Hahahahaha.” As she rolled back to her feet, Nova 
could hear laughter. Not just the jackal’s giggling, but 
what felt like swarms of chuckles all around her. Glancing 
back Nova spotted multiple flickers of the searing flesh, 
scuttling carelessly down the slope. Careless...Serum users 
could be careless. The ocean gleamed in Nova’s peripheral, 
farther off than she remembered leaving it. J can be careless, 
too. 

Galloping downward the Human felt them gaining. She 
dwelt upon the jawless one’s convulsions: a response to the 
pain of nir burns. If she could just beat them to the water, 
perhaps the salt would overstimulate them. Nova length- 
ened her strides. 

“Crackle.” One of them had landed to her left: an arm- 
less brute with thick legs and tusks. Nova struck up the bar 
of a table, flailing it uselessly in the jackal’s direction. Pain. 
She'd forgotten her thumb. To stall the bleeding Nova 
shoved her disfigured hand into her pocket. It brushed 
against the syringe. Nova paled. 

“Crackle.” The armless jackal planted nemself before 
her. “Herhehehrr.” Spittle sprayed out between nir tusks. 
There seemed no way to curve past nem. Thoughtlessly 
Nova lunged onto nem, striking out with the heel of her 
boot. She caught the brute on nir mouth, each of them 
falling away from the other. 

Clambering back onto an elbow, Nova was tackled by a 
cackling jackal. Together they floundered down the slope. 
Vision flaring hot, the Human threw her weight againan- 
dagainandagain, slamming nem into the wreckage repeat- 
edly. “Crick...crak...crunch.” Ne served as a buoy of sorts, 
sheltering Nova from most of the impact, and only when 
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spinning now, the ocean swirling like a great kaleidoscope 
before her eyes, and Nova ran herself into the ground: 
collapsing on a bench. She tried to get up several times, 
fumbled herself back into the leather until something was 
grabbing at her once again. 

“HAughH!” The Human yowled, striking out with 
both her legs. 

“Aah!” The delicate response silenced her, it didn’t 
belong to any jackal. Gripping the head of the bench to 
stall the spinning around her Nova made out the face of 
a humanoid: eighteen in appearance, clutching at nir eye. 
The pair of them were a cloudy azure, framed by golden 
hair that knotted back into a braid. Three hands fiddled 
anxiously: crabby appendages with seven fingers each. The 
third of them protruded from a tail, covered in golden 
downy fur. Ne was very small, a neurotic innocence about 
nir face. 

“You're really pretty.” Ne blushed, a dragging accent that 
Nova hadn't heard before. “I’m Foster, I’m here to hel...” 

“BehInd you!” Nova screeched, a goggled jackal creep- 
ing up on them. 

“Oh.” Foster breathed, nir tail knocking nem with a 
brick. 

Nova was over the table, skidding down the slope. 
“HaHahahAhAh.” Every corner of her vision was a jackal. 
The Human kept to the balls of her feet, chewed at every 
moment. 

“I know that I’m...a stranger.” Foster was jogging at her 
side. “But I know where we could hide.” Nir tail reached 
out to Nova, tentative. 

“Tm...” Nova gaped. “Heading for the water.” 

“BLAghuhUck!” A jackal shrieked from behind. 
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“Nuh!” The Human ducked to the ground, shielding 
herself. 

But contact never came. With a moment Nova turned, 
disoriented. Foster’s tail had the assailant in a headlock, 
wrestling nem to the ground. The jackal wielded a fishing 
pole, veiled in ginger curls. 

Something was behind them. Nova glimpsed a canine, 
burnt, coming for Foster’s throat. She dove upward in a 
frenzy, tugged nem down by nir golden braid. The bulk of 
the beast whizzed just over their heads, crashing into the 
wreckage below. 

Peeling herself from the others Nova eyed the descent. 
The canine had erected itself just a leap away: the skin was 
torn off most of its face, exposing bare jaws that dribbled 
with thirst. The ocean lay a toss behind it. Something wet 
pressed itself against her neck, ginger curls brushing her 
cheek. 

“YAAAhH!” She screamed, snatching the jackal’s mane. 
With a surge of strength that she lent from below Nova 
drove nem forward: thrusting nem into the jowls of the 
canine. Before cognisance Nova had surged past, entered 
the final stretch. Not far along a hand tucked itself into her 
own, Foster guiding them into a blistering pace. 

Quick enough they were pounding into the water, Solis 
casting a sheen that they had to squint against. Nova 
released Foster’s hand when they met with waves, nir 
entire tail flitting bashfully out of reach. When the water 
had come to their hips they turned, eyeing what they'd led 
to them. 

“Hahahaha.” The jackals hoarded the water’s edge, thirty 
of them in varied forms. Some of them big, some of them 
small, most of them humanoid, none in their entirety. All 
that they maintained in common were burns, markings, 
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and mania. But their laughter went hushed now, as the 
first of them stepped into the waves. 

“Hess...” Nir skin breathed, steam boiling off the water. 
Nir laughter broke back as well, but a moment deeper and 
it shattered into wails of anguish. In spite of this the jackals 
advanced, and soon enough all were agony. 

“AAAckghuhUckhuckchughUH!” Nova and Foster 
were out a way at this point, and bobbing farther as they 
came. Foster had thrust nir chin out of water, and nir 
limbs were flailing. 

“Are you fine?” Nova seemed to notice nem for the first 
time. 

“Can't swim.” Ne sputtered, nir eyes frantic. 

“What? Vae.” 

The jackals were hidden now, just a cloud of vapour off 
the water. 

“Here.” Nova slunk Foster’s arm over her shoulder. “I 
need you to breathe. That’s all you've got to do. Lay your 
head back, and breathe.” With a bit of labour ne respired 
steadily. Releasing nir arm, Nova pressed fingertips into 
Foster’s spine. “Shut your eyes. Good. Now put your hands 
above your head, along the water...” Nova lifted Foster’s 
waist, eyeing the cloud of steam. The screams were settling 
out. “Now grab my hand...” Nova took Foster’s tail. “And 
kick.” 

It was an unnerving crossing, through the cloud, for she 
couldnt quit visualising the jackals beneath: gnawing at 
her ankles. The idea swung around inside her brain. But 
when the steam had dissipated they were only shadows: 
protruding statues in the water. Motionless. Nova and 
Foster formed an arc around them, stumbling back onto 
shore. 

When Foster hadn't rested a moment, Nova was restless. 
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“Do you...what do you suppose they're doing?” The jack- 
als’ heads were bowed. 

“Well, the Serum must’ve just kicked in.” Foster 
observed. “It takes a toll, you know?” There was a weight 
to what ne said. 

“How long will they remain that way?” 

“No telling, really. I didn’t hibernate at all when I...hap- 
pened.” Foster stared into nir fingertips. 

“Tve...there’s something Ive got to see...” Nova strode 
toward the water. 

She felt anxious, her bloody hand twiddling the syringe 
in her pocket. Her head swam with nausea, fever, but 
she stepped over it. The horde awaited: panting, heaving 
chests, their backs turned in the water. Did they dream? 
They must’ve. What strange things, they must've dreamt 
about. 

The jackals had scabbed over, as molten rock. Raw and 
festering before, now they were dark and scaly: blood 
glowering beneath the cracks in their armour. From the 
shore Nova stood over them, tasting them. You need a new 
name. A grin. Totems. You are my totems. The waves lapped 
at her feet, but she hadn't yet descended into them. 

Lapse. Nova stared into a face. Nir body turned away, 
the totem’s eye had met her own. They burnt within nir 
charcoal skin, watering it. Facial muscles twitched, scabs 
cracked out of place: the figure frowned. Nova’s gaze flitted 
away, and then hung in ornate space. All the heads were 
turned, and all of them were glowering. 

+ 

They might’ve been pursued, Nova didn’t turn back. 
Foster had taken her hand and they were off again, her 
movements little more than reflex. By the time that she 
managed awareness they had slowed to a walk, approach- 
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ing a metal fin that poked out of the rubbish. It was tall, 
little windows lining its base. An aircraft, albeit quite out 
of fashion, barely distinguishable in the clutter. Along its 
top they came to a busted window, the anterior end. Wary 
of glass, Nova clambered in. 

The inside smelt of rotten meat, a dead pilot strapped 
on the wall. Nova frowned, leaning back on sore haunches. 
She was getting used to this. 

“Could they get in here?” The Human croaked to dim- 
ness. “If they followed us?” 

“Oh.” Foster clambered across from her. “I guess, from 
my experience, they can’ really see...well, they can see, just 
not very good. And they can't really hear, either, they can 
hardly hear anything ever. It’s the smelling they’re best at. 
That’s why I took us here, so they couldn't smell us. But we 
could leave...” 

“No, we should’ve come here to begin with.” Nova 
pulled her jersey over her nose. “I apologise, suppose I 
just thought...suppose I didn’t think, really.” A pause. “I’m 
Nova.” She inclined her head. “Tm a girl. Thank you for 
your help.” 

“Oh, youre welcome.” Foster piped, flustered. “You 
saved me too, so thank you! We shouldn't have to stay here 
long, the charcoalings are never out when Solis falls. Or at 
least they never were...” 

“Charcoalings!” Nova exclaimed. “Are we in a picture?” 
She gaped, darkening mischievously. “They don’t live in 
that crater..?” 

Foster was smiling. “We don’t know where they go, not 
really. Just up?” 

“This feels like a picture, anyway. A horror film, but 
not as frightening as youd come to expect. Subjectively, 
anyway.” Nova was absent a moment. “You said we, there 
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are more of you?” 

“Not...exactly like me.” Foster’s tail hid. “But most of us 
arent as...gone, as them. We all live together in a forest, we 
call it Lumen. When the...charcoalings are gone I can take 
us there, if you want..?” 

“So many options.” Nova sighed, looking at the corpse. 

“Its honestly the only safe place, honestly.” Foster 
gushed. “The charcoalings wont ever go there, I don’t 
think that this evolution can change that. I think it’s some- 
thing with the trees that bothers them.” 

There was something odd about nir tone, something 
odd about the way ned phrased it altogether. But held up 
against her totems, Nova was out of options. 

“Do you think Solis has fallen yet?” She mused foggily, 
exposing her stumped knuckle. Gnats speckled her vision. 
“I could use some cleaning up.” 
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Simulacrum 


In the beginning of her final term at Academy, Nova had a 
row with her mother. She was seventeen. 

It began with a staring contest. Regina had crept into 
the doorway: an aged, cleaner apparition of her daughter. 
For a halfminute Nova met her eye, feigning innocence to 
irritate. Regina knew her daughter. In time Nova dropped 
the act. She knew her mother. 

“What have I done.” 

“Mother what have I done or Mother what have you 
found out about?” 

“Reggie, what have you found out about.” Nova wasn't 
feeling competitive. 

“T called your adviser, Novello.” Regina retaliated. “Not 
only did he affirm that you havent been attending, he 
kindly informed me that you were no longer enrolled at 
the Academy.” 

A pause. “O.” 

“Oh, what? Is this a surprise to you? Because it sure 
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as Mars isn’t to me. As much as I hope you'll exceed my 
expectations, you never do.” A pause. “Oh, correction: you 
forged an account of your marks, which I’ve checked con- 
stantly, mind you. Now that exceeded my expectations.” 

“It wasn't that di...” 

“Oh! Thars right! Youre a smart girl, Nova.” Regina 
clapped her hands together. “I know that, everybody 
knows that, but it doesn’t make lotium the difference if all 
you put your mind to is ruining your future!” 

Nova played with her hair, obstinate. “That’s not all I 
use it for...sometimes I try to be happy.” 

“Oh, ple...” 

“Well somebody ought to.” 

An other staring contest. 

“Alright Nova, you win. Life is difficult. Yours more 
than most. What's your consolation going to be, making it 
worse? I’m impatient with you because this world is unfair, 
it isn't going to wait for you. I wish I could change that, 
but I can’t.” A silence. “You asked me before...you wanted 
to know what I want from you. I didn’t answer, because 
you never listen. Would you like me to tell you..? Would 
you like to know what that is?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. Now listen to me...” The brow raised, the finger 
wagged. “I...want you...to get...off...this...island. Would 
you like to know why..? Because you've got potential, you 
could do better than this. You could be happy somewhere. 
Me? I’ve a responsibility to your brothers. But you're free, 
Nova, you've got decisions, resources. It’s time for you to 
live.” 

“How?” 

“Why...you do what I’ve always told you!” Regina was 
flabbergasted. “Have you really never, ever listened to a 
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word I’ve got to say?” 

Her daughter smirked. 

“This term, at Academy...” Regina grinned, conspiring. 
“Assuring your return, claw your way to the top of your 
class. I don’t care if you stomp over every last one of your 
peers to do so, do so. Get yourself a scholarship, and get off 
this islaNd!” 

+ 

“So whar’s the matter with the trees?” Nova mused. 

They were trudging up the spine of the volcano, the 
ghost of Solis colouring the sky. On the other side was 
Foster's Lumen, ne had said. 

Nir voice was soft, the faintest smile in it. “I wouldn't 
say there’s anything the matter with them, not as far as I 
can tell. They’re just...strange. I don’t really want to tell 
you why before youve seen them, they're just better seen 
than talked about I guess.” 

Roused, Nova nodded. 

When they'd reached the crest, her jaw fell. She had 
noticed a radiance for some time, a silvery phosphores- 
cence where the ridge met with sky, but had dismissed it 
as something astral. Luna had yet to show its light. But 
the sheen had been the Forest all along: tucked neatly on 
a cape out to sea. Every tree glowed silver, about a hun- 
dred of them. It was a dull glister, pleasant to look at, yet 
they were massive: towering like a metropolis in the night. 
Something flocked in Nova's chest, longing of the bashful 
sort. Not quite nostalgia, almost euphoria...like remem- 
bering a dream that she couldn't identify. It wasn’t unfa- 
miliar, just out of place. 

“What do you think?” Foster’s teeth glinted. How sharp 
they were. 

“They're something, that’s certain...” 
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“First I saw them, I thought I was in love.” Ne gushed, 
nir voice odd. 

Nova was alarmed. Inspired wildly to turn back, she 
sobered herself. 

“Foster...how long has it been?” 

Ne said nothing. 

“I mean...” 

“I know it, sorry! I’m just having a hard time remember- 
ing when I last heard them talk about it. Back in Lumen.” 

Nova smiled in absense of herself. “Just a general 
figure...” 

“Well, as I’m sure you noticed, the days are shorter since. 
Nineteen hours, I think? It gets windy. But my best guess 
is that the Solstice happened a hundredandthirty days ago? 
Hundredandforty? It’s crazy, really...” 

“Thum.” Nova had collapsed to her knees. 

“Nova..? Nova I’m sorry! Is there anything I can do..? Or 
do you just need some time to yourself?” 

“Let’s just get to those trees.” The Human breathed. 

Something came over Nova, as they descended. A kind 
of spell. Somewhere between waking and sleep, so subdued 
she couldn't trace its onset. She just knew that she was 
swimming, wading deep in silver sparks. They watched 
her dance, guiding her movements. No. She was standing 
now, standing at the edge of the Forest. They had walked 
there, came from down the hill. Her feet could touch the 
ground. 

There were four figures, just within the Forest. They 
stared at her. They were humanoid, donning a common 
ebon cap. Bathed in silver light, the foremost was wiry 
and antlered, shades perched neatly on nir puppet face. 
A pistol winked at Nova from nir belt. To nir right was 
a quilled youth with a devilish expression and a slender 
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official with insectwings. On the left was a goliath, who 
lumbered timid. 

“Foster..2” Nova croaked. The hand steadied her. 

“Now what do we have heyurh?” The antlered leader 
drawled, grinning. 

“It's muhme, Fuhfoster, and this is Nova, I found her. 
She needs someplace to stay.” 

“You live heyurh, Fuhfoster?” 

“Yeah, I seen her Gareth.” The youth sneered. “She’s a 
mechanic er somethin.” 

“Well then, Mechanic. What’re you doin out and about 
without an escort? That aint in yerh contract.” Gareth 
spat. 

“I... wanted to watch Solis fall...” 

“And what’re you gapin about? It took the Human a 
second to recognise that she was being addressed. “Are you 
two lovers er somethin? Ought to put on a show fer us 
tonight.” 

“Hope you enjoy it with your genitals bitten off.” Nova 
mused. 

A pause. “HAeleiGHieh!” Gareth guffawed. “We got 
a...” Ne trailed off, as if noticing something. “We better 
get you to the Superintenant.” 

With that they trudged into the Forest, the Human’s 
body drawn without cognisance. It was all gravity, pressure 
lightening upon her entrance. Yet the Silver was dense, she 
felt as if she were skimming on the bottom of an ocean. 
The wood drew her into itself. 

They went for a blurry frame of time, both long and 
sideways, passing the dwellings of Lumen. There were 
ground dwellings: where ragged humanoids with claws 
and whiskers crouched beneath the roots of trees, plat- 
form dwellings: where groomed humanoids with horns 
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or hooves peered down at them, and treetop dwellings: 
where winged figments glided up above. Amongst this was 
a mess of ropes and bridges, scattering residents from one 
abode to the next. Foster kept beaming Nova reassurance 
as they went, which she avoided. Everything seemed to 
pass beneath glass. 

“How many are there?” She mused. 

“Last census said fourhundredandseventysix.” The Goli- 
ath muttered. 

“And how big is this place?” 

“About a hundredandsixty hectares.” 

“And what do they call you?” 

A pause. “Milo.” Ne wouldn't look at her directly. 

A smile. “Thank you, Milo.” 

“Quit your whorin around, were heyurh.” Gareth 
snuffed. 

They had entered a large clearing thronged with resi- 
dents, but all of them limpid in regard of the Tree. The 
tallest she had seen, the tallest in the Forest, far more mag- 
nificent than any other. Matter seemed to bend around it. 
We. As a unit they gravitated toward it. 

The humanoids were set in lines, each of them began 
at the Tree’s base. Officials in ebon caps stood on a plat- 
form circumjacent with the trunk, crossing off big lists 
and directing the throng in various directions. A nocturnal 
community, if Serum users needed sleep. 

They cut a path through this, eyes trailing where they 
went. They hardly felt substance, the figures, the fabric of 
a single pattern. When they had reached the Tree Gareth 
signaled a warden, two of them crouched against the 
bole above. They were swanlike twins, sculpted, flittering 
through space. They landed weightless at the platform, 
stared vacant. One was ebon, the other dove. 
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“I am David.” Ne answered as one. “How may I be of 
service?” 

“Tell the Superintenant we got a...a new resident to see 
er” 

David cocked nir heads at this, nir mouths agape. Ne 
appeared to have broken. “Splsh.” The sound of running 
water came distinct between nir lips, and ne took off. 

“Well, you better git started.” Gareth gestured to a series 
of rungs that ran up the Tree. 

Nova raised an eyebrow. “I’m missing a finger.” 

“Haelieghheh.” Ne chuckled. “Missing a finger she is! 
Lady, we got rules around heyurh, the first of them bein 
that you don’t belong to this forest until you bond with 
the Tree. You'll know what I mean. We got plentya people 
missin all sorts a body parts around heyurh who aren't 
cryin about it.” 

“Shouldn't I go with her?” Foster objected. “Confess 
that I broke contract?” 

“You'll be seein er in yer own time, this is a initiation. 
Now up!” Ne beckoned Nova onward. 

Foster sent Nova an apologetic look when she had clam- 
bered onto the platform. She pretended not to notice. 

She could tell from the start that the ladder wasn't 
meant for mortal folk, not that there were any to account 
for. The way they looked at her...but she was climbing 
now, nowhere to run but up. The steps wandered endless, 
and she wasn‘ certain of what to look out for. Nova passed 
by platforms as she went, the lower were piled with basic 
necessities: cans of food, clothing, while those higher up 
were more entitled: incarnations of tablets, projectors. 
Vertigo would rise like a lump in her throat when she came 
to a rickety step or had to reach past her height, but then 
she'd press her palm into the bole, centre herself. Yes, she 
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understood what Gareth meant. 

But whatever bond she'd formed, it wasn’t enough. Her 
hand began to cramp without the thumb, and with still 
a way to go her body started giving out. Nova clung to 
the bark, her eyes wild. The next platform wasn't far, but 
her fingers wouldn't clench correctly. She was petrified: 
any movement sure to tip her from the heights. When she 
looked down, a flock of ravens flew into her chest. 

Feathers, anyway. David’s ebon body had swept her up 
in its arms, and now they soared upward. The night was 
brisk, and the world whirled silver sparks below. Nova's 
heart leapt, she wasn't afraid. It were as if she watched her- 
self from above, sailing off into the Cosmos. 

“I am David.” Ne crooned, dropping her three meters 
onto the highest platform, just shy of the heavens. It 
proved itself a veranda, when she cursed onto her pulsing 
feet. 

The trunk was slimmer at this height, erupting into 
branches a short way off. They were spotted with glow- 
ing orbs, apples perhaps. The veranda went up to a large, 
ovular door, built into the Tree. David’s bodies crouched 
at either side of it, wrapped up in their wings. Ne watched 
Nova when she approached with a gradual turn of nir 
heads. Up close the door was thrice her height, a mat bid- 
ding welcome. She lingered a moment, uncertain of who 
to be inside. The Human pounded on the wood. 

Clattering sounds, a moment’s pause. “Come in!” A 
voice crooned. 

The doorknob was too high to reach. Nova looked to 
David, who cocked nir heads uselessly. She made a face at 
nem. 

The door opened a crack, a beady head peering down at 
her. With hardly a glimpse Nova was ushered inside. 
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At its base the office was no larger than a mortal one, 
its height imperceptible. There was a ratty recliner before 
a great desk, which crept on stilts a way to the ceiling. 
Shelves and the odd placard were suspended above, along 
with a little cage. Nova feared any movement might send 
something shattering onto her head. 

“Please take a seat.” With polite thanks Nova went to 
the recliner, and after some theatric preening the Superin- 
tendent settled nemself across the desk. 

The Superintendent was tall, perhaps four times the 
Human’ height, nir skin a sickly yellow pallor. Protruding 
from nir back were two grey wings, tucked at nir shoul- 
ders as a cape. From the end of a long neck nir little head 
bobbed, downy hair sticking out in countless directions. 
Crimson lip appeared to have been carefully applied to nir 
chin, needle teeth wrought in a marketing grin. 

“So...” Ne breathed, clasping nir talons together. 

“So.” Nova agreed. 

“You're our new...resident.” Nir grin faltered, beady eyes 
dissecting the Human. 

“You're the Sovereign.” 

“Please.” A flush. “I’m an elected official.” 

Laughter churned in Novas abdomen. 

“Are you quite well? Care for a lozenge?” A claw beck- 
oned a jar at its side. 

“No thank you.” Nova choked. “And I’m not, you 
know.” 

“Well then, what’s the matter?” 

“No, I meant... am fine, relatively speaking, but I am 
not a resident here. I’m not going to be.” 

A pause. “Youre not...here to buy estate?” 

An other chuckle leaned in to the surface, but Nova 
weathered it. “No, Pm not. I’m just passing through.” 
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“Oh.” The Superintendent was getting the point. “You 
know, David mentioned that you had some...interesting 
characteristics, which I can’t help but attest to.” A tension 
had risen, a hunger. 

“You mean the fact that Pm human.” 

A pause. “I...yes. I mean, it’s quite rare.” Ne looked 
absolutely starving. 

“Ts it. I’m headed back to an entire colony of humans.” 

A long pause. “Why, how did you find yourself here?” 
Nir eyes wide, nir voice distant. 

“They sent my crew to gather survivors. We were 
attacked by, by an anomaly in the sky. Our craft landed 
here. My crew...none of them made it.” 

“Tm so sorry...” The Superintendent was kilometers out. 
Collecting something. “How are you getting back?” 

“Well that’s the thing: I need a vessel. Come to speak of 
it, I could use your help.” 

“That’s a costly venture.” 

“I know it, but there may be something for you in 
return.” 

The Superintendent chewed, starved to death. 

“We might have a cure.” Nova wanted to smack herself, 
throw herself off the veranda. “It’s still in development, 
but we've had breakthroughs...” A pause. “Would you like 
that?” 

And the Superintendent was the monster no longer. Ne 
sat there frail, afraid, nir mascara smeared on nir cheek. 

There came a knock at the door. “One minute!” The 
Superintendent called testily, resuming nemself. “I'll put 
together a contract...” Ne began to rummage around in the 
desk. “But until then...” 

“A contract..? Is that really necessary?” 

The Superintendent paused, having seized what ne 
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sought. “It’s standard procedure, we must ensure this is 
in Lumen’s best interests.” Ne had begun to scrawl some- 
thing, up on the desk, nir command of the pen remarkable 
for nir size. “Do you know the trajectory back to...where 
you came from?” 

“Tve got coordinates, Pll do some configuring...but 
shouldn't the contract be collaborative..? Ensure weve an 
understanding?” 

“If you have qualms with it, we'll discuss them. Unless 
you have something to tell me, now?” Ne held out the 
fresh document, having finished. A pen was tucked into it. 

Not a pen: a blade. Where the tip would begin was a 
little blade. Nova turned to the document, it was beautiful 
script: 

I, swearbymyownfleshthatl 
havetolatheSuperintendentthetruththewholetuthand 


nothingbutthetruthonthenightof 


“What's the date?” Nova breathed. 

She was met at the door with commotion, when she'd 
finished: both of David’s bodies held a captive, hands tied, 
on the veranda. Three other watches spotted nem anxious. 
‘The prisoner was stark: batlike, with pointed ears and cop- 
pery fur. The fur covered all but its simian face, its feet 
and its palms. Cola hair spilt to its shoulders from a sharp 
peak, framing carved cheekbones. It wore breeches only, 
webbed skin hung limp from its elbows to its hips. It was 
tall, perhaps twohundred centimeters, a wiry physique. 

This Nova observed in a frame, when the creature lunged 
at her. It held her face in its hands, claws biting her skin, 
its cataracts frantic. “No...” It whispered. “No. No!” Sharp 
fangs quivered at its lip. “NOooo! NOOOOooO0O!” 
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David held it now, thrashing and screaming, marching 
it into the office. The other watches trailed close after, but 
it wouldn't quit screaming. It continued long after the 
door had been shut. 

+ 

Nova waited on the veranda, scanning the ebon void 
above for asters. They were so faint, in this brightness. 

Vapid thoughts were dispersed by an opening door, the 
insectwinged humanoid from the edge of the Forest. Ne 
was smaller than Nova, a bit older in bearing, wiry: veins 
were like rope at nir forearm. There was something hard 
about nir jaw, nir hair cropped tight at nir crown. Yet nir 
movements were soft, grace in nir step. 

“Tve been instructed by the Superintendent to see to it 
that you are washed, fed, and rested. My name is Clancy.” 

“I didn’t realise this was a nursing home.” Nova smirked. 
Troubled still, she gestured to the door. “That...the thing 
that grabbed me. What was it?” 

“I don't disclose what goes on in the Watch.” 

“It could’ve strangled me. Please, does it live here? Is it a 
resident?” 

A pause. “No.” 

The flight back to the ground was secure and pleasant, 
with a few stops to get Nova fresh clothing and toiletries. 
She spotted an entrance to the roots as they whizzed by, 
guarded by two hulks. 

“What’s in there?” 

“Idiots.” Clancy frowned. 

When they had landed the two of them trudged from 
the clearing. It was emptier than before, but heads turned 
where the human went. The residents kept their distance, 
their reception of her unintelligible and complex. That s 
because they arent human. Nova recognised, and felt naked. 
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“Where are we going?” 

“The bathhouse.” 

“Is that necessary? I washed in the ocean.” Nova waved 
her fresh bandage. 

“Can't you smell yourself?” 

They passed by a garden as they went, humanoids in 
hats and mittens tending to potatoes. There was an out- 
house and a little well. No weeds. 

“Any evolved produce?” Nova wondered. 

Clancy stiffened. “No.” 

“What about the apples...up there in the branches.” 

“Why ask a question you've figured out.” Clancy didn’t 
turn around. 

“Okay, the apples then. Do you...the lot of you eat 
them?” 

“They aren't ripened yet.” 

“Oh.” 

They arrived at the bathhouse, tucked beneath the roots 
of a tree. It was impressive, water having been channeled 
into various tubs lined with rock. The place smelt of thun- 
der and roses. There were a couple of humanoids soaking 
about, socialising, but upon seeing Nova they stepped out, 
wrapping up in their robes. They left without drying off. 
The Human felt sorry, she had tried not to stare. They 
were strange naked: hairy, feathered, taloned, hoofed, 
but no stranger than they were clothed. They re stranger, 
clothed. By the time Nova had undressed and entered the 
bath she and Clancy were alone. 

The water was glowing, a molten silver. Nova had been 
tentative at first, but it was pleasant warm. Chills flowed 
at her spine when she slunk into it, arching her backward. 
Skin vibrated. Bliss. 

“Clancy.” She opened an eye, having settled herself. 
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“What heats the water?” 

Ne shrugged, gesturing to the roots above. 

“And purifies it?” 

A nod. Clancy tossed soap in the water. “Wash.” 

Nova thought on this a moment. “Clancy, are you on a 
contract?” 

“You ask too many questions.” 

“Well I hate to be inconvenient.” Nova bit with a sigh. 
“But I’ve been here for, what, two hours? You're my only 
source of information in this place, and considering that I 
just swore with my own blood Id like to know what I’ve 
gotten into.” 

A pause. “I’m a poor fit for that.” 

Nova said nothing, brooding to the surface. 

“But I'll give it my best. And yes, Human, I’m on a con- 
tract.” 

“Call me Nova. I’m a girl.” 

“What is your surname?” 

A pause. “Vita.” 

“And what title do you assume?” 

“Ind.” She shrugged. 

“Then I shall call you Ind Vita, let’s try and keep this 
professional.” 

“Neptune. Oh my...” Nova chuckled. “Do you really 
buy into all of this lotium, Captain?” 

A pause. “How do you mean.” Nir tone had an edge. 

“Contracts? Clothing, even? I mean, vae, youve got 
wings!” 

“Does that make me less than you.” 

“That’s not what I...” 

“Yes it is.” 

Nova was exasperated. “I just meant...] mean, it’s over, 
that era is behind us. Why cling to it?” 
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“Because it’s all we have.” Clancy said quietly. Ne 
sounded tired. “You don’t know what it’s like, to wake up 
one morning and not recognise yourself. You don’t know 
what it’s like to feel your mind slip away. This structure, 
what we've built around us, it’s the only thing separating 
us from them. The Laughing Ones. I’m sure you've met.” 
Clancy looked fixedly at Novas hand. “So don’t tell me 
how to live circumstances when you cant understand 
them.” 

The Human said nothing. 

When she had dressed they went off to a gathering 
between three trees. Fifty groundfolk had collected at a 
bonfire, a cauldron stewing over it. A line had formed 
besides, its source amongst the roots unseen. All in atten- 
dance held dishery of a round sort. 

And Clancy, the ulcus, strutted past all of this to the 
front of the line. Nova trailed behind sheepish, avoiding 
eyes. They'd come to an other cauldron, tucked into the 
roots beside a basket of bread. Humanoids would serve 
themselves an ochre potage from the pot, have their want 
of the basket and scamper off to sit around the fire. Talk. 
Clancy seemed to have missed something, exasperated. 

“Who’s in charge, here?” 

The frogeyed humanoid up front glanced at nem, 
frowned, served nemself and skittered away. 

“Nobody is!” A voice called down the line. 

“Nobody.” Clancy snuffed. “Then who organised this?” 

“All of us!” A different speaker. 

“That’s very improbable. What authority may I speak 
with?” 

“Any of us!” 

“Fine.” Ne turned to the new front: a vulpine human- 
oid in denim. “You received the Superintendents message 
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then, I trust? Since youre all synchronised.” 

“Perhaps.” The Front squinted. “Depends on the mes- 
sage.” 

“I have a human with me, unchanged. I was instructed 
to take her to you for sustenance. Is that clear? If you don’t 
mind she'll receive the next helping, we're on an itinerary.” 

Nova had already walked off to the back, not turning to 
see if she was followed. 

“Wuh... Vita!” Clancy hissed, fluttering after her. “You're 
under my charge, here. You'll do as I say.” 

“That’s fine.” Nova snapped, rounding the back. “So 
long as you quit being an ulcus.” 

“I am doing my job...” 

“To get food! That’s what we're doing.” 

Clancy added nothing to this, standing off a pace from 
the bodies. 

Nova felt anxious, waiting there, wary to keep a leap 
off from the humanoid in front of her. Ne was smooth, 
mannequin, ne smelt of chocolate. She wasn’t sure what 
to look at, how to position her body, keenly aware of the 
breathing before and behind her. Not a head turned, but 
they muttered things. They knew she was there. 

“Hi!” A childlike voice piped up, at Nova’s side. Ne 
was nine in appearance: humanoid with thinning hair, a 
thumbprint texture to nir skin. Two small companions 
hung behind nem: a youth whose skin seeped ink, and a 
youth with spidereyes. 

“Tm Winona, and this here is Kale and Aro. We wanted 
to meet you.” Ne extended a hand. 

Nova took it, nodding a smile. “Nova.” 

“You need a dish, dont you? Weve washed ours.” 
Winona held out a bowl. 

Clancy appeared. “Let me see it.” 
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“Oh, am I going to be poisoned?” Nova took it with 
thanks. “I’m not worried.” 

“We wanted to ask you.” Winona continued, ignoring 
the Ulcus. “How you got to be the way you are. Through 
the Solstice and everything. Everybody wants to know.” 

“Oh.” Nova flushed. The eyes were more focused than 
before. “Just fortune? One in a million has to be some- 
body...” 

She promised to return the bowl, and the trio darted off 
to their gossips. 

“Real friendly when they want something, arent they?” 
Clancy observed. 

“Perite.” Nova sighed. “It’s just sense.” 

She got her helping and they wandered off a little way, 
planting themselves at a tree apart from the rest. Clancy 
had refused the potage: it wasn’t professional, ne had said. 

“You're missing it.” Nova swallowed, drinking what she 
could without burning her insides. “It’s got potato...some- 
thing.” 

“Dont ever speak to me about potatoes.” Clancy yapped. 
“You haven't been here very long.” 

As Nova ate a first helping and a second, she eyed 
the groundfolk around her. They had livened up a bit, 
accepted her as scenery. They were in twos and threes and 
fours and sevens, but there was collective unity as well. 
Wordless they would adjust the fire, clear the pots, little 
sense of hierarchy. They were grubby, but seemed content 
to watch the fire. Perhaps little was necessary, when one 
was content to watch the fire. 

“Them and their festivities.” Clancy had scoffed when 
they left. 

“Festivities? They were eating.” 

“They're indulgent. They wouldn't have to congregate if 
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they'd just work.” 

“Weren't they working..? I thought they were having 
their rest.” 

“They don’t do work of any substance, the minimum to 
get by.” 

“So, what, you parading me around in that fancy cap of 
yours is substance?” Nova snickered. 

“I am trained to do it. You could try anything and I'd 
know how to handle it. I am an asset. There is no skill in 
the labour they perform.” 

Nova raised a fist, grinning. “Like tah test that?” She 
tripped over a root. 

They had arrived to her quarters, a little burrow under a 
tree. 

“Well, thank you.” Nova shrugged. “Td call on you 
before that antlered ulcus any time.” 

“Rest well.” Clancy agreed. “I'll be on watch.” 

The feeling returned, when Nova entered. The longing. 
It hadn't left. When her head hit the pillow, when she fell 
into sleep, the Human didn’t want to wake again. 

+ 

Nova woke with full awareness, so that when she saw 
Clancy standing over her bed, eating the apple, she knew 
that it wasn't a vision. Before cognisance she had snatched 
what remained of the fruit from the watch’s hands, stuffing 
it into her pocket. But it was too late: nir body hummed 
now, it crackled. Nir eyes were glazed silver. 

Surging from bed the Human tackled nem to the 
ground, Clancy ruffling as so many pages beneath. Strad- 
dling nem in place Nova shoved a hand into nir mouth, 
fumbling her way down nir throat. But it was futile: the 
watch felt hollowed out. There wasn't a pulse to beat under 
nir skin, no rise nor fall of nir chest. ..and something scut- 
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tled in Novas peripheral. Roots. Roots growing over the 
exit. Abandoning everything she bolted forward, tumbling 
out of the chamber when it sealed shut. 

“Hck.” Nova had fallen onto her face in the open, some- 
thing whipping her into the ground. Pressure against her 
ankle, she wriggled around: a root had caught onto it, 
wrapping about her. The other roots squirmed just from 
reach: a mass of tentacles bating for her. “Uhk!” Rearing 
back Nova struck, thrattling the serpent with all of the 
force that she had. It came to nothing: a casual trail up her 
leg. Hysteria rose hot and stinging, like bile in the back of 
her throat. 

“Well well, what do we have heyurh?” A drawl called, a 
short way off. It was familiar. Nova floundered about, the 
Forest spinning inside of her. There was no sky, just silver. 
Wading through it came Gareth, paddling across the terra 
toward her. Nir movements were rigid, animatronic. “Our 
human guest gits caught in a webd.” 

Is my mind..? There seemed to be no up and down, 
no forward nor backward. She was just slipping, sliding, 
tugged into the quivering jaws of the Forest, never to see 
natural light again. The root was up past her calf. Nova 
shoved from the ground, tumbling back to the silver soil, 
dragging to bend her way from the root’s grasp. 

“What, you think I’m heyurh to touch you er some- 
thin?” Gareth was closer, the creases seemed painted onto 
nir shadowless face. “Hate to break yer heart Darlin, but 
that Serum...” Ne removed nir shades, nir eyes glimmer- 
ing silver. “It really changes things.” The root was up to her 
thigh. 

Nova collapsed on her side, rubbing her legs together. 
Shed managed to brace the root in her grip, her face 
straining violet. “Wuh, how...what are you?” 
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“Me? Why, same as you.” Gareth came to a stop, beckon- 
ing around them. “An extension of somethin greater than 
myself.” Nova was at nir feet, now. 

“What do youh...want..?” 

A whisper. “Everything.” The pistol winked from nir 
belt. 

She had an other question, but wasn’t curious enough. 
In a single motion the Human surged upward, snatch- 
ing Gareth’s pistol and busting it into nir face. “Crsh.” 
Ne paused for a moment on impact, confused. Then ne 
wobbled, like parchment, nir head crumpling into itself. 
Too light for existence, much too delicate ne drifted to the 
Forest floor, nir limbs stretching from perspective. 

“Haughu!” Nova gaped, her mouth stuck on itself. 
Blinking...and Gareth resumed form. Ne was...tight 
again, lying there at her feet, compact. Ne remained grin- 
ning, staring at her. Lucent. 

But ne was motionless, all sentience seemed to have 
passed from nir body. Ne was just a pale mask, conceal- 
ing whatever possessed it. A pressure sagged at Nova’s calf, 
and with a delayed moment she recognised that the root 
had slackened itself. Repulsed, she tossed it away, steadied 
her stance. Its brethren had gone limp, resting over where 
Clancy lay. Not Clancy. 

The Human shuddered. Whatever it was she was swim- 
ming in it, suffocating, it was everywhere that she looked. 
But she had drowned before... Nova knew what she had to 
attempt. 

First, she couldnt seem human. Glancing about for 
the Superintendent she stripped Gareth’s body of cloth- 
ing, pulling it over her own. She stuffed the bulk of her 
hair into the cap, slid the shades over her eyes, tucking the 
pistol into the trousers. When she was covered enough to 
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conceal inhuman aspects Nova dragged Gareth into the 
breast of a tree, hopping about like the roots were burn- 
ing. Turning nem facedown she leapt back, shook out her 
hands. With a final breath she oriented herself with the 
Forest, the web she'd been caught in. Letting it out, Nova 
took through the trees. 

The path felt more narrow, the boles seemed to lean in 
toward her. But the shades were a small victory, she could 
see through the glamour. Nova kept sight of her tread, 
knew the way without searching. And the feeling got 
stronger, the closer she came to the Tree. The yearning. 
But only her body wanted it. Nova had purpose, now. 

At the edge of the clearing, she halted. There was a scat- 
ter of figures about, lined at the trunk as before. Only now 
they had brought baskets, the watches were handing off 
goods. They'd glance at their lists, signal a winged assis- 
tant, and then the requested article was flown from a plat- 
form above. Did they do this every day? For how long? She 
could almost hear Clancy answering her. In the bath of the 
Forest, all were silver. No telling who produced or reflected 
it. 

Nova stalked at the fringe, ducking from one tree to the 
next. She wasn’t afraid of them. They werent dormant, she 
didn't think, they were awake...but they weren't going to 
take her just yet. They would’ve by now if they'd wanted. 

The entrance was some distance around, less activity. 
The hulks were slouched placid. Her shift. 

It was remarkably natural, becoming a watch. She 
seemed to slip into it as she approached the Tree. It was 
the way her legs moved in the trousers, or the shades. ..it 
was the cap. 

“Ey!” Nova called, having come from around the trunk. 
“The President’s askin for you.” 
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The guards turned to each other, brows raised. “Presi- 
dent?” 

“Fine, the Superintendent. What's the difference?” 

They chuckled at this. “The Queen, more like. Which 
of us is er business with?” 

“You.” Nova pointed to the scaly one. “Said it’s urgent. 
Said I’m to look after your post till you're through.” 

“If I’m alive.” The reptile sighed, handing nir keys to the 
Human. “The Wretch wants my head on a spike, swear 
to Vulcan.” Ne paused there a moment, staring. Uneasy, 
Nova heightened her stance. Bated breath. 

“What is it with everybody's spectacles lately?” Ne 
ranted. “It’s not that bright in here.” Ne grumbled other 
inaudible things as ne lumbered away. 

Breathing labouriously, Nova slipped amongst the roots. 
She was shaking. 

“Where’re you goin?” Spikes was dumbfounded. 

“Were supposed to check on it every hour, haven't they 
told you?” She gushed, her voice odd. “We dont know 
what it’s capable of.” 

A pause. “Well Pm not going near that creep, I don’t 
care what e tells me. But suit yourself.” 

Ned turned back to nir duties when Nova struck: bat- 
ting nem in the head with the pistol. Trembling and grin- 
ning she fumbled the shades over nir eyes, heaving nem 
upright. Nobody looked around. It was so easy, breaking 
this structure, so satisfying...all it took was perspective. 
This was what shed been missing: perspective. Freedom. 

Going under the roots, Nova was quickly hysterical. 
She'd glance back to ensure that the entrance hadn't closed 
over, shed glance back...her mind repetitive thoughts. 
She stopped herself, paused a moment. “Stay.” Nova whis- 
pered, glared at the opening. And then she dashed further 
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into the Tree. 

The tunnel sloped upward, curving chaotically, her soles 
pressured into the terra. Then it dipped downward, nar- 
rowing, her heels to the trail. She felt suffocated, the path 
seemed to expand and contract with her frustrated lungs. 
But the Tree remained overhead. 

Cells had begun to appear as she went, few of them 
vacant. In the haze, dirt tinting the air she would make 
out the expressionless faces of prisoners, standing around 
mumbling to themselves. Writing things into the wall. 
They didn’t stir when she passed. 

When the scent of thunder had gotten the better of her, 
her pulse throbbed in a fist: Nova spotted the captive that 
had grabbed her on the veranda. It hung inverted in its 
cell, its eyes shut. It was calm now, its breath steady. It con- 
trasted the Silver somehow, a shadow against it. Walking 
up to the bars, Nova pointed the gun. 

“Tve come to set you free, but you're to take me back 
with you. Wherever you came from. Away from here. 
Understood? Any theatrics and I'll put a bullet in your 
head.” Her voice was smooth, level, but static crept in the 
air. 

The Shadow just smiled, its eyes remained shut. Agree- 
ing with nothing. 

Nova fumbled open the lock, the sixth key was the one, 
keenly aware of the heavy silence. Swinging the metal 
aside, she stepped back to let the prisoner pass. Her gun 
didn’t waver. With a yawn and a stretch the Shadow leapt 
to the ground, strolling out of the cage. When Nova thrust 
the pistol into its back she felt the smile remain. 

“What do I call you?” 

“Domino.” The accent was thick, alien. It belonged to a 
timespace of itself. 
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They kept low to the ground, staggering from the 
clearing. The lines had dispersed, very few humanoids 
left. Dawn was near. Creeping the Tree behind Nova 
and Domino fled synchronised: dashing the cover of 
one bole to the next when the way was clear. They were 
rhythmic, their movements, flickering, something unspo- 
ken between them. Moments like light splitting through 
leaves. Groundfolk were seldom and far in between, stum- 
bling to their dens from the toilet. But shadows lay over- 
head, flitting one branch to the next. The Superintendent 
was everything. 

It was some way from the clearing when they had an 
encounter. It was the vulpine humanoid from the gather- 
ing, passing them by with a basket of goods like so many 
before. Only in this case ne stopped, sniffing the air. Nir 
eyes narrowed. 

From their place in the roots Nova went rigid, focused 
on holding her breath. She couldn't fathom what Serum 
users might sense, the shades that they saw, smelt around 
them. It was uncomfortable now, crouching there next 
to Domino. Telling herself not to peak back in the open, 
Nova focused on the Shadow’s body. Its breathing was reg- 
ular, its eyes closed. Nova couldn’... 

Domino sprang up, so light off its feet that she might've 
missed it. A moment. “Snap!” The sound of splintered 
bone muffled itself, as if snatched from the air. Nova 
remained still a moment, she didn’t want to exist anywhere 
or deal with anything. But where was there to go? 

Clambering up, the dead resident lay at Domino's feet, 
nir head twisted around. A frame and the Shadow was 
dragging the corpse under roots. 

“Was that really necessary?” Nova frowned. She felt dis- 
connected. 


359 


Phase Three, 


“Do you care, or believe that you should?” 

The Human said nothing. 

Together they fled the scene, an open sky peaking out 
between branches. Every turn of the head was wary: Nova 
felt sure they'd be smited at any second. They were passing 
new territory, less burrows. No turning back. 

They reached the edge of the Forest, and the Shadow’s 
plans seemed to have come into fruition. It had led them 
to a cliff: waves crashing on rock fifteen meters below. 
Jagged rock. Nova had expected a fall, but assumed that it 
wasnt fatal. She pointed the gun. 

“You think I'll let you fly off?” 

“No. Get on my back.” 

The Human was astounded. “You can carry us both?” 

“I dont know. Get on my back.” 

“Neptune...” Nova sighed, shrugging off the shades, 
removing the cap. There was nowhere to go, and shed 
sooner crash on the waves than turn silver. “Just don’t 
forget: my arms will be around your neck. Don’t make me 
hold fast.” 

Domino frowned, leaning forward. 

Her body hummed, but not from the Silver. It was every 
direction shed been torn in from the Solstice collecting 
at her chest, nesting there. J belong to this. At her touch 
they were off, the waves gushing toward them in manic 
frames. She could taste the sting of a salty death. “Fwap!” 
The sound of a tarp opening, the Shadow’s wings yank- 
ing them back. She nearly tumbled off altogether. But 
they were leveling out, curving at the edge of the cape. It 
was treacherous, the Shadow hugging the cliffs in a rude 
manner. But a thin lip of beach had begun to appear at the 
bend, a safe harbour. 

Whether they hit the rocks, Nova was going to get wet. 
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The pistol would be choked with water. So either she 
shoot Domino now, or be at its mercy onshore. But could 
she find refuge without it? Nova fingered the gun at her 
hip, gave way to... 

“Keck!” They were struck in the air, a fierce cry shattered 
their path. It was familiar. For a moment Nova hurtled 
through space, the choppy waves swinging closerandcloser. 
A moment. She was seized at the neck by a large, yellowed 
talon. The water went rushing away. From the crook of 
her frights the Superintendent glared into her face, hatred 
burning at the corners of nir smeared makeup. “LlaR!” Ne 
screeched, cannibalistic. 

“Yes.” Nova choked, hoping to drown in the word. 

And then she shot nem square in the face, watched the 
life spring from nir eyes. 

So. Nova fell into Solis. The Serum can t resurrect what's 


already dead. 
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Suna 


Nova was studying, when he announced the Solstice. 

The notations had gone fuzzy, and were overridden by 
him: Remulus, founder of the Republic. He was a small 
man with a passing face, meek to all appearances. He 
hadn't the charisma, the fervour possessed by those typical 
to his position. Until he moved. There was precision in his 
movements, equation. Divinity. 

“Humankind. I stand before you today with news of 
a grave disaster. For many years it has been speculated 
that on this coming winter solstice: december twentyfirst, 
twentyfortysix, a year from this day, the Cosmos would 
align in such a way as to send Terra spinning off its axis. In 
the past we have denied these claims, but new evidence has 
shown itself...” He trailed off, his throat seemed to have 
caught on something. 

He knew nothing. 

+ 
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“Tehhr...theyhr...tt...ThEYre lAUghing at my 
fAthER!” Nova shrieked, jolting up in bed. Batting the 
vial from her face it shattered on the wall beside her. 

She was in a room, dim and musty, lying on a bunk. 
‘Three figures stood over her at varied distances. A cabin... 
she was in a cabin. The cabin of a seacraft, she remem- 
bered...all of it felt like a dream, the night past. The 
Shadow had pulled her up from the depths, brought her 
here. Foster had been there too, standing worried on the 
rock. And here they both were, back by the door. 

But she didn’t recognise the one at her bed, the third 
figure, the one whod held the vial to her face...did she? 
Something was familiar, but not of memory...not a feel- 
ing, either... 

Ne was a cloaked persona, a mystic figure: tall, curved, 
with a lucent dove gem around nir neck. A large moth with 
a matching abdomen chimed at nir shoulder. The Personas 
skin was pale, nir lips full, crimson hair swooping into nir 
chin like the mane of a lion. Ne was absolutely stunning, 
for nir most distinctive feature of all was nir eyes: two deep 
pools of ebon, flecked with asters. They stared into Nova 
now, deeper than she'd ever treaded. 

“HahaHAHAHHAHA” The Persona cackled, seeming 
to heighten. “What have you got against our tonic!” 

Nova squinted at the broken glass. “I...” 

“No matter!” The figure interrupted. “It did the deed. 
Let’s have some water, please!” Ne tossed over nir shoulder. 
“What do they call you, Love? Those who know you.” 

“You were tol...” Domino was at nir side, handing off a 
flask. 

“Oh, be silenced Bat!” The Persona snipped. “We never 
asked you.” 

Drinking greedily, the Human was muddled. “Nova..?” 
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“And who are you?” 

“[m...myself. Oh, human. A human girl.” 

“Not a woman, eh?” Nir eyes sparkled. 

“Never.” 

“HAHaHAHAHA! Well then call us Astralis!” The Per- 
sonas voice echoed slightly, as if there were layers to it. 
“And we suppose we're a they.” 

“Arhm...pleasure.” 

Nova was extremely startled by this interview, partic- 
ularly beneath the weight of the enquirer’s eyes. She felt 
angry too, violated, but perceived danger. Astralis’ head 
seemed to float now, suspended in the ocean of nir cloak it 
drifted fraughtfully toward her own. 

A whisper at her ear. “You pay us a visit, this night. 
Before you sail from this place. You take Aeternam with 
you, the Hoarder has it. We have a word with you.” 

“And if I don’t?” Nova was piqued. 

“You do, your guide is at the entrance. But don’t fret.” 
Astralis withdrew, their eyes brilliant. “Were not Violet.” 
A wink. 

“Well, we won't dwell around!” They called to the door. 
“Just came down to get her woken up, introduce ourselves. 
Fair seeing you again!” And with a wave they fled the room, 
quicker than an aster twinkling out. 

From her bunk Nova stared, too cross for words. 

“A neighbour.” Domino had met her look, stalking 
the corners of the room. “For now. Your breathing was 
laboured, she brought herself in. She is...powerful. I don’t 
say no to her.” 

Her eyes glassy Nova nodded. “Thank you for saving 
me, in the water.” 

The Shadow gave no reply. 

Nova caught Foster’s eye, who seemed focused on dis- 
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solving from the room. “Hello.” 

“Hi.” Foster gave a quick nod, nir eyes everywhere but 
the Humans face. 

“Were you rinsed here, too?” 

Ne brightened up a bit, blushing. “No, I...but that’s 
funny, I saw you and...the two of you leaving Lumen. I 
came after you...well, I didn’t come after you, I just fol- 
lowed you, see if everything was fine. I saw the Superin- 
tendent attack you, saw you...saw what happened, and so I 
came down to the Cove. Domino had brought you ashore 
already, and so I asked him where he was taking you. And 
I...I wanted to come with. If that’s alright...” 

“Assuming I know where we are.” Nova grinned. 

“You were conscious.” Domino frowned. “Sometime. 
This is a vessel, my vessel.” 

“Could I get a tour?” 

“DaughenO!” A sharp cry from outside. “DomiNoO!” 
It repeated, muffled and frantic. 

With the slightest erection the Shadow fled the room, 
Foster pattering after it. Ne tossed Nova an apologetic look 
as ne went, easing the door shut behind nemself. 

Nova went after them. She couldn't sit still, not after the 
past night. Her body felt pleasant, sore, but agile. What- 
ever shed smashed in the wall must've helped. It taunted 
her feet, now. The cabin was cramped, hardly four bunks 
about. 

Fresh air was welcome when it leapt to her face, Solis 
squinting from an aftertide sky. They were in a cove 
indeed, tucked into its lip. Rubbish gleamed from the 
beach a short way off, shadows sneering from the crags 
about. Foster and Domino were at the rail of a shabby 
deck, addressing somebody in the cliffs above. Ne was a 
humanoid figure: squat, bearded, grubby, a tarantula of 
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hair hiding nir face. Brandishing a rifle ne waved wildly, 
nir voice shrieking. 

“DOminOo!” Ne shook nir fist. “I tOld you, this is 
mY COVe! And now youve got that wITCH stamping 
through my yard! And who's ThIS..!” Ne paused, rec- 
ognised something. 

“Hi, Roland.” Foster called warily. 

“Tt Lf I.. The recluse blathered, unseen eyes burn- 
ing. “TWO DAYS! YOU GET OUTTA HERE BY TWO 
DAYS OR IMMA KILL YAH!” And with that ne scurried 
off, lost in the madness of the cliff. 

A silence hung about the seacraft, as if dynamite had 
gone off. Nova could envision the recluse’s head blasting 
open, wailing like that. But in spite of the weight ne had 
left she asserted herself, too much kept happening to be 
idle. 

“An other neighbour?” 

“Not for long.” Domino roused, stepping back from the 
rail. 

“But youre not going to...” Foster swallowed. “What do 
you mean by that? What are you going to do?” 

“Kill him first.” The Shadow shrugged. 

“But what about this seacraft?” Nova interjected. “You're 
sailing somewhere, arent you?” 

“Sometime.” 

“But you know where you're headed, do you know 
where youre going to go?” 

“Away.” 

“Tm...” Nova shook. “I’m headed somewhere, too. Off 
this volcano, it’s proven land. The ocean must be higher 
than it was before, and I’ve coordinates...” 

Domino was impassive. 

“Could I...would you let me come with?” 


46 


Luna. 


A long pause. Nova was tempted to add something. 

“You freed me, we will go to your place.” 

The Human breathed gratitude. 

Throughout this exchange Foster had remained silent, 
staring downward. Nova regarded nem now, overcome 
with affinity. She turned toward Domino, reticent. 

“She will go where you go.” 

Foster went crimson. 

The seacraft was shabby, to put it mildly, but it was 
intact. It was of personal size: just an anterior deck, a pos- 
terior deck, an upper deck and the cabin. Nova had no 
complaints. As far as preparations there were few to be 
made: it was stocked with plenty of food, water, and other 
resources. All that remained was power. 

“Where are the mirrors?” Nova wondered. “For solar?” 

Domino frowned. “No such thing exists.” 

“Then how..?” 

“This vessel consumes fuel.” 

“Oh.” Nova furrowed. “Are we...have we got any of 
that?” 

“Yes.” 

Domino led them into the cabin, where a chest sat 
beside one of the beds. Drawing a key from its trousers, 
flapping it open, the Shadow revealed a dozen bottles: each 
of them glowing to the brim with a silvery liquid. Domino 
held one of them out, but Nova made no move toward it. 

“That’s sap, isn't it?” Foster offered, a faint grin playing 
at nir lips. “Was the Superintendent pretty angry?” 

“She was an actor.” Domino smirked. “But not a very 
good one.” 

“So everything is prepared for departure?” Nova swal- 
lowed. 

“No.” A pause. 
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“What’s left?” Foster offered. 

“The engine.” 

Foster asked to have a look, nir fingers twitching excit- 
edly. Nova and Domino followed nem to the anterior 
deck, where the contraption lay underfoot. It was a mess. 
Foster hadn't glanced twice without diagnosis. 

“The fuel’s hardened...engine’s gummed up.” 

“Dont touch IT!” Nova exclaimed, practically hurtling 
into the compartment. 

A silence. The others bewildered. 

“Here.” Nova breathed. “Use this...” She drew Clancy’s 
apple from her pocket. 

+ 

Nova caught Foster on the back deck that eventide, 
sneaking away with a book. She'd been headed off as well. 

“Where’s yer escort?” Nova grinned. It was just the two 
of them, Domino had flown off to its cave. 

“Oh, hi.” Foster bit nir lip. “I’m...?’m going to go see 
Roland. Maybe it isn’t the greatest idea, but I have to do 
something.” 

“Roland...” Nova mulled. “From before? The neigh- 
bour? I wondered about that.” 

“Yes, we were friends...once. Before Lumen. He wasn’t 
alway so...[’m just worried about him.” Ne looked down, 
nir eyes huge. 

“Roland...does ne, does Roland hoard things?” 

“So you are going? To see Astralis.” 

“Oh.” Nova smirked. “You heard that? I suppose I am.” 

“I know the entrance! I can take you...” 

“You've got to see Roland, though. I could come with, 
wait outside...” 

“Would you...are you sure? It’s just he’s so shy around 
people, I wouldn't want to overwhelm him.” 
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“Of course.” 

“You wont try to take anything...will you? Not that I 
think you would, it’s just with what Astralis said...he’s just 
really sensitive! I’m sure if we just explain that...” 

“TI handle it. I'll stay right outside.” 

“Oh, thank you! I promise I won't be too long. I just 
have to calm him down a bit, about Domino and all of 
that.” 

“Sounds fine to me.” 

They took off, Foster towing nir book on a float to the 
rocks. The mild shock of the water cleared Nova’s head, she 
felt secure of herself. Clambering onto sharp land, choked 
with rubbish and plants, Foster began carving their way up 
into the cliffs. Depth was difficult to perceive at this time, 
the shadows long and shades few, but the Hoarder’s path 
presented itself clearly enough. Up they went, and with 
the ocean just a slip away Foster broke silence. 

“I... would just like to apologise, for Lumen. I should’ve 
told you what you were getting into.” 

“You knew about the trees?” Nova twitched. 

“That they glow..? Yes, I meant the Superintendent and 
her real estate and all that.” 

“Oh.” A breath. “I...1 believe I understand why you 
went about it the way that you did.” 

Foster went bright rose. 

“Try not to worry about it.” 

Theyd reached an entrance in the cliffside, a dark cave. 
The path ended here, just halfway up the rock. Foster said 
nothing, turned to Nova with a worried look. 

“Go ahead. If I need rescuing PH call.” 

A nod, uncertain. Wavering a little, as if to say some- 
thing, Foster crept into the entrance. 

A heartbeat. An other. When Nova felt certain the 
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humanoid wouldnt’ return, she flicked on the Ring. 

She had been anxious to do so since waking, but hadn't 
decided on what to tell Foster and Domino. They were 
both stronger than her, faster than her, and whether she 
trusted them: she shouldn't. There was no telling what 
ways they might evolve in, the Ring was her solace against 
them. 

“Hello again, Darling.” The Pilot beamed. “How may I 
ass...” 

“Hush.” Nova waved nem away. She felt vaguely famil- 
iar with the interface: a hierarchical structure like so many 
had. Navigator...instruments...lamps, flares, spectacles: noc- 
turne. Two little windows of light manifested themselves. 
Nova dimmed out their lucence, guiding them over her 
eyes. Changing their lenses to azure, she waded into the 
entrance. 

Peaking over the corner, Nova scrutinised the cave. It 
was three times her height, but any measure of depth was 
limited, it was piled so high with...books. Mountains and 
mountains of them, tumbling up to the ceiling. Nova felt 
rather uneasy just to look at them, it was a wonder they 
didn’t spill over the cliffs altogether. A little path waved its 
way between them, bending from sight just a few paces on. 
More spaces to hide in, which made her task only more 
daunting: it would take years to rifle through everything. 
But she wouldn't leave emptyhanded, the very nature of 
Astralis had been resolute. 

Ducking from sight, Nova pecked through the navi- 
gator. Encyclopedia, search: iternam, aeternam: eternal. An 
archaic term for eternal. A book title, Nova knew. Navi- 
gator...instruments...lamps: ray, search: text, aeternam: all 
languages, all characters. Set. 

Entering the cave, Nova wielded a hologram pistol. 


50 


Luna. 


Walking along the first stretch of path, she waved its violet 
ray over every surface as she went, every volume at every 
angle. It didn’t flash jade. Having reached the path’s neck, 
she stopped: listened for movement. There were voices, 
two of them: one shrill and one soft. But no shrieking, 
the dialogue was unexpectedly intimate. Nothing over the 
bend. Scanning the hillocks around her, Nova trailed the 
conversation. 

“I just wanted to know what you thought of it.” 

“Oh. Well...well...just don’t expect me to come and see 
yoU, if I even read it, and I’m not saying I wIll. And you 
better not come visit mE again! So...so...so if you expect 
me to talk about it, I wOn’, and you might as well just 
take it with you!” 

“No, that’s alright. I just want you to have it. I dont 
think we'll see each other again anyway, after this...” 

Nova rounded the next bend. No jade. She detected a 
luminescence, warm, at the ceiling. Closer. 

“Oh. ..well...well good riDdance! I’m tired of you... 
hAnging aroUnd! It’s about time that you found a life for 
yourself, instead of nOsing in miNe!” A pause. “What are 
you grinning about?” 

“Oh, sorry! It’s just kind of funny, I guess. For me. Kind 
of a irony. Because that’s what the book’s about...finding a 
life for yourself, I mean.” 

On the path Nova paused, listening. 

“Because that’s what I’m trying to do. Trying real hard, 
actually. It’s just difficult...everything keeps changing. I 
liked being friends with you, though. Hearing you talk... 
you had, you have so many interesting things to say. Maybe 
you mean what you say now, maybe you dont like being 
around me. But I care about you, anyway. I don’t want you 
getting hurt. So whether you like me or not, even if you 
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don't, could you just promise me one thing..? And then I'll 
go away?” 

“Blik!” The Ring went, flashing jade. 

She'd forgotten to mute the ray! Mentally clawing her- 
self, cursing all twelve archetypes and wishing to suffocate, 
Nova snatched the book up from amongst the multitude. 
Several came with it, padding like dynamite at her feet: she 
could almost see their echoes race across the chamber. A 
silence followed. She daren’t breathe. 

“WHAT!” The cave boomed, reverberating off every 
surface. “WHO’S THERE! IMMA KILL YUH!” 

“CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!” Gunshots went off 
in succession. Her ears ringing, Nova didn’t wait for the 
footfalls that followed. Before cognisance she had plunged 
into the books at her front, scrambling up the mound with 
Aeternam in tow. It was a noisy, frustrated business: she 
could barely keep afloat the pages. There was just so many 
of them. 

Flattening herself at the top, Nova regarded the space 
around her. The cave was altogether no larger than a 
library, cramped enough to suggest more volume than it 
had. The hills broke off a short way away, at the warmth 
she'd noticed before. From this direction two figures could 
be sensed, trodding toward her on the path. Foster pro- 
tested, muffled pleadings, tagging at the Hoarder’s back. 
‘They were just a couple of turns away. 

Nova flipped herself back into the neck of the wall, 
ducking from sight. /nstruments...she tapped, her eyes 
spinning...jolts: twelvehundred volts. There was no scope, 
she needed direct contact. Dimming her spectacles further, 
Nova peaked back into lookout. The footfalls were a blink 
away. 

“It must've just collapsed.” Foster offered. 
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‘They were staring at the fallen books, trailing from the 
recent turn. The Hoarder gave no reply, nir silence louder 
than the cries unspoken. Nova went flat as possible, the 
texts printing her skin. 

“CCRRAAACCKK!”” Dirt showered over her, light 
bursting above her head. Her eardrums popped, her head 
spun. In an extension of the bullet Nova sprang into 
motion, tumbling out from her hideaway. Just upon the 
slope she sprang to her feet, launching herself into the 
air. Whizzing overhead the Human hurtled a book at the 
Hoarder, who shot it into so many feathers. Landing in 
the mound across the path, Nova went up to her thighs 
in books, somersaulting back, raining them downward. 
Roland reared about, sniveling with fury, but not before 
Nova had plunged the Ring into nir neck. 

“FZZhHT!” Ne lit up neon, and all Nova could perceive 
for some seconds was a frame of nir face. From behind nir 
dirty hair two rotten teeth protruded, nir eyes azure cat- 
aracts. But ne saw her in that moment, terrified. By the 
time the image faded the Hoarder had collapsed, facedown 
between Foster and Nova. 

Silence followed. 

“Ne isn't dead...” Nova swallowed. “It wasnt a lethal 
dosage, it couldn't kill a human, even. Ne likely won't even 
evolve from this. Just sleep some time.” 

Foster said nothing. 

“Want me to check nir pulse?” 

Foster didn’t look at her, ne just stared at the body. 
Roland’s back rose and fell, rose and fell. Ne was breath- 
ing, ne really was. 

“Could we...should we go to Astralis?” 

Foster said nothing. 

+ 
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The Moth awaited her at the entrance, Solis having 
waned from the horizon. They had wandered from the 
cliffs down to the beach, where a sore in the rock gaped 
open. As if warning them away. 

“Be careful.” Foster uttered, the first ned spoken since 
the Library. “Astralis isn’t wicked I don’t think, but you 
shouldn't mess with her. She really does have powers.” 

Nova nodded, resolute. “Thank you, I will. And I’m 
sorry for before...lying to you.” 

Foster was silent a moment. “I wish you hadn't. But I 
understand, I think, that this is something that you have 
to do. Astralis...she really does have a way with some- 
thing.” 

A pause, strained. “Pll see you at the seacraft.” And with 
that Nova entered the tunnel, the Moth lighting her path. 

The passage was curious. It hadn't depth. There were 
gems though, dove gems as the Moth had. They lined 
what she assumed were walls, lined the floor and ceiling, 
chiming as she winked past. It was beautiful, their music, 
the sound of the Moth in flight, so intimate one wondered 
whether it was all a dream. She sort of fell asleep, walking 
in a realm so free of substance. The path was level, the 
slope consistent, even the Moth’s movement was in rep- 
etition. A steadfast descent toward an aster, the largest of 
all. Nova couldn't tell if ebon lit dove, or the other way 
around. At any length of what dimension the aster grew 
larger...and larger...until she was consumed. 

The chamber wasn’ an aster: it was a galaxy. Thousands 
of dove gems beamed at her from all directions, chiming 
about in different patterns, each of them unique as they 
were complex. Together they illuminated a dim theatre, 
three banquet tables set before a stage. The venue was 
carved into a mineral deposit, the walls a vibrant alter- 
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nation between ochre and azure, yellow and mulberry. It 
smelt of eggs. 

“Just in time!” The chorus cackled, Astralis at her side. 
“The play’s about to start.” 

“The play?” Nova frowned, dismissive. “I’ve brought 
what you wanted, from the Hoarder.” 

“Correct!” 

“Are you...here.” Nova held out the book. 

“It isnt for me, Silly Girl, it's for you! To read along 
with.” 

Nova dodged wrath. Barely. “It’s in hieroglyphs.” 

“Oh.” Astralis frowned, befuddled. “Pity youre illiter- 
ate.” 

Nova feigned a smile, seething. “Am I the only guest?” 

Astralis was taken aback. “Why, my dear girl, you're the 
last one to arrive.” 

And then it dawned on her: the lights were abdomen. 
Thousands of insects surrounded her, blinking together 
with the Moth into a metropolis. There were worms and 
spiders, fleas and termites, cockroaches and bumblebees. 
Every minuscule shed known before, and many that she 
hadn't. They werent small anymore, some having swollen 
far past anything natural. Js this nature? Nova felt amused 
by the sight, she had found her brethren. 

She was taken to her seat by a cicada named Agamem- 
non, as Astralis had identified. She was three chairs from 
the front, at the centre table. They seemed to grow longer, 
when she looked down them. There was an immense 
amount of food laid out before her: fruit and ham and 
wine and wine, all of it fresh. While she appeared to be the 
only one seated for a feast, Nova didn’t feel alone. 

Astralis took to the stage with a glass of wine in hand, 
a band of insects at their heel. They were amongst the 
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biggest in the room, heaving medieval props along: flags 
and scabbards, roses, one worm even wore a little crown. 
Assembling downstage, Astralis marked the vanguard of 
the troupe. With a flourish the Persona clapped, the twin- 
kling fell silent. 

“Thank you for coming.” They beamed, distracted. 
“Can you see alright, Girl?” 

Nova shrugged. It was a bit dim. 

“A bit of light for the Human, please.” They conferenced, 
and what must’ve been several hundred gnats swarmed the 
platform, dispersing. “Better?” 

Nova nodded. 

“Thank all of you for coming! Tonight we present the 
lost tale of life and death, a history by the playwright 
Marius: Aeternam.” 

Clapping erupted, echoing over the theatre. It wasn’t the 
insects. Her fingers drumming Nova glanced about, flab- 
bergasted. It was as if...she couldn’ title it. 

“But first a toast.” Astralis waved, their glass high. “To 
the end of all!” They downed it in a gulp. 

“To the end of all!” A phantom chorus exclaimed around 
the tables, human sounds. 

“Teh thuh...” Nova grumbled, slinking in her seat with 
vexation. The wine burnt kindly on her lips. 

Once the echoes had stopped, the feast began. Nova was 
famished. The insects were very accommodating: samples 
were practically flown into her lap by the time she wanted 
them. She dipped bread in wine, drank oysters with lemon, 
feeling a little uncertain throughout. But it was a relief to 
see food free of packaging, and so she wasnt missing any 
opportunities. 

As for the play, she remained vaguely aware of it. No 
boredom though, a bit of lounging was welcome. It was 
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the Legend of Atlantis, acted out by the little troupe that 
had joined Astralis onstage. The Persona meanwhile had 
drifted to the back, vocalising the entire production. It was 
mystic to watch, each character’s parlance both authentic 
and distinct. Astralis themselves remained quite placid, 
their face hardly flickering with the movement of their 
lips. Nova enjoyed the story when it wandered along, 
struggling not to laugh in places: the worm was married 
to a beetle. But she found herself in every character: the 
grim fool, the proud hero, the mad sovereign. The climax 
resonated in particular: when Pompey, reeling after a naval 
defeat, called upon Neptune's favour. 

Pompey was an ant. “Messire, I have summoned you 
today with the best of intentions. Atlantis, my great cit- 
adel, has fallen from glory. With my entire being do I 
beseech you to preserve it: deliver us from the folly of time. 
I shall give any and all that you ask in return.” 

Neptune was a wasp. “I shall do this thing for you, 
Child.” 

“And at what price, if I may ask, Sire?” 

“There is no price: only what is needed for this thing to 
occur.” 

And with that Neptune proceeded to sink the great 
metropolis. And when it was lost, its glory remained. 

The performance concluded with ringing applause, 
most of it bodiless, flowerpetals raining from the ceiling. 
When the ovation ended Astralis and their troupe came to 
the foot of the stage, where they were greeted by chiming 
fanatics. Having had her fill Nova wavered her way to the 
front, anxious for what came next. 

“Look who it is!” Astralis exclaimed, accepting a posy 
of daisies from a bumblebee. “What did you make of the 
entertainment?” 
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“It was...” Nova began. 

“Now run along and meet us at the window, we discuss 
it there.” Astralis winked, waving her away. 

“You...” Nova was irate. But then she caught sight of the 
Moth, glimmering off of the crowd. She trusted it more 
than Astralis. 

It led her back into the passage: which continued down- 
ward, now. Perturbed though she was, Nova didn’t ques- 
tion it. There was little use in rationalising a strange world. 

When they had strolled along for a short while, the path 
opened up into a dell. Nova wasn't surprised: the crater of 
the volcano, she knew. It was lush, pure, the brisk night 
glimmering above. Her eyes dampened, she hadn't ever 
breathed air clean as this. Curious, how the planet’s open 
wound was first to mend itself. 

Her guide passed into the foliage: a dense, merciless 
tangle. It didnt pause for the Human, and Nova found 
herself scraping just to keep within light of its gem. She 
felt manic and frustrated, her hair snagging its volume in 
thicket. Her limbs seemed to roll over one an other, like a 
great sack of knuckles she hoisted forward. This went on 
for a short eternity, when all at once she sprung from the 
jade and into a glade. 

It was small and strangely neat, the woodland knotting 
into a tight fist around it. Doughy turf underfoot slanted 
into a chasm, where the Cosmos awaited her with open 
lips. A deranged moment and she recognised it for a pool, 
as polished as anything by human hand. Astralis stood 
there before it, a bundle held in their arms. Like snow on 
the leaves the Moth fell to their shoulder, everything star- 
ing at Nova. It felt like the only moment she‘ ever had. 

Now very shy, Nova trembled to the edge of the water. 
Standing at the other’s side, the two figures stared into the 
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lake. They went on this way for some time. 

Nova was roused from her reverie when the asters began 
to dance, drifting ever so lightly over the water’s surface. 
They were new constellations, larger, crowding out the 
ones shed come to know. With them came a ringing 
sound. It was the insects, spilling the glade with their 
dove luminescence. Nova wanted them not to exist for a 
moment, she could feel the night wane in their presence. 
But friends were amongst them: beetles and petalblitzens, 
even Agamemnon had come to join them. They dispersed 
clemently, the Cosmos fading away. 

“It ll be difficult to see, now.” The Human accused 
Astralis. 

“Ha! As if you need to see! Were the ones who have to 
bother about seeing things.” 

A pause. “So you know the future.” 

“We don't know a thing.” A smile. “We just see it.” 

“Then tell me.” Nova smirked. “Is this a waste of my 
time?” 

“We already said...” Astralis trailed off, the bundle was 
fussing. “We don’t know any thing.” 

Nova turned back to the water, solemn again. The asters 
had evanesced. “Theyre all dead, aren’t they?” 

“Dead!” Astralis scoffed, having resolved something. 
“How could they be dead? They're us, all that we are! What 
do you suppose we see all the time? It’s just a big window, 
that’s all...oh! What did you think of the Hoarder?” 

Nova was still vexed about that. “What was there to 
think of?” 

“His collection of course! His collection of windows.” 
They were beaming now, dissecting Nova’s face for signal 
of pleasure. 

“You mean books.” 
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“Yesyesyes.” 

“I think a lot of trees were used up for that paper.” 

Astralis acknowledged this with a nod, thoughtful. “It’s 
an investment, as is human expression. But the connec- 
tions made, the windows looked through...our minds 
meeting at the words, across dimension. That’s as eternal 
as most trees.” 

“Thank you, Professor.” Nova sighed. “But why read 
when I’m talking to a book?” 

Astralis smiled, descending from someplace high. 

“What?” Nova glowered. 

“You're fun to watch.” 

“Oh, so is that why I’m here? To put on a show for 
you? You send me on a useless errand, so that I may be 
subjected to a worthless lecture.” She waved Aeternam. 
“Nobody could’ve translated these characters before, let 
alone humour you with them. It’s a window to nothIng..!” 

A silence. 

“Did you enjoy it?” 

“T...yes.” Nova flushed. 

Astralis stared. 

There was a murmur now, across the water, low enough 
to unhinge. But it was familiar. A single voice, coupled by 
an other, and then several of them. Totems. The hardened 
bodies crept in through the foliage, their heads bent in 
penitence. Nova wasn't afraid of them. The glade empha- 
sised the gauntness of their flesh, their fragility. They 
looked human. 

At the pool they stopped, bowed still. They knew she 
was there. Nova had this sense of obligation, but knew not 
what to offer them. Time passed, the insects having gone 
silent. Nova could feel Astralis beside her, feel the bundle 
in their arms, willing something to happen. 
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“HowwwooooOh!” Astralis cried, throwing their head 
back to the Cosmos. The sound that passed their lips spi- 
raled, filled with unfathomable melancholy. Nova felt a 
physical loss, ached for something she'd never known. The 
cry wasn’t human, but it was sentient. The totems echoed 
the sentiment, wailing to vacant space. The insects too, 
a refrain that had long since passed from memory. It all 
came together, flooding into something greater than its 
parts. An overture for something ended, hot against the 
bleeding night. 

“What are they mourning?” Nova uttered. The melody 
affected her, but she could touch it. 

Astralis turned to the sky, their eyes brisk. “Nem.” 

Nova trailed the Persona’s gaze, the realisation fled across 
her chest. She scourged the window, tossing from aster to 
aster. But it wasn’t there. 

“Luna.” The name felt dangerous against her lips. 
“Where is it?” 

“Taken.” Hatred burnt in the Persona’s voice. “By the 
Tumour.” 

Chills clipped down Nova’ spine. A recognition. 

“What are you?” The words had leapt off her lips before 
she could catch them. 

Astralis met her gaze. “An observer.” 

“And what am I?” 

A smile. “The Catalyst.” 

An other question flapped in her throat, but she couldn't 
bear to hear it. What might've been minutes passed unspo- 
ken. 

“Tm... never meant for this to happen.” 

Astralis dipped into her then, a ripple on the surface of a 
pool, their eyes opening up. Liar. They whispered, and the 
Human was lost in their sight. 
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Nova felt it, everything. The ground above, the sky 
below, running up her blood and pumping through her 
veins. A belonging silence, but lonesome still. She went to 
it, the place where her thumb had been, she couldn't touch 
it, it was there. The crickets chimed in her cheeks, jack- 
als laughed at the ends of her fingertips, asters danced in 
the shade of her eyes. Everything crescendoed when it fell, 
rising far below, spreading wings decaying in her chest. A 
cosmos of her own. 

All this time the bundle watched her, abstract in its 
blanket. 

She'd of surrendered for its thoughts, in every moment. 

+ 

The path went upward, now. When Nova approached 
the entrance, just a light in the distance, a figure obscured 
it: pattering larger. It was Foster, dimly alluded by the 
gems. Ne was frantic. 

“We have to go.” Ne grabbed Nova at the arm, dragging 
her into a jog. 

“What..? What’s happened?” 

“Domino...he went up to get more apples. To Lumen. 
But the Davids attacked him, they followed after us to the 
seacraft, and now he’s distracting them in the air. We need 
to get back and set off.” 

“Oh.” Nova breathed, complying with Foster’s pace. 
The Moth was left far behind them. 

Dawn was approaching, out in the Cove. Nova and 
Foster crouched at the entrance, scanning the sky for eyes 
overhead. They weren't hard to find: David glowed silver, 
now. Nova's heart bleated. Together nir bodies arched over 
the water, diving and spiraling, coming to a sudden halt. 
Ne turned, treading there, eyes ablaze. Across the beach, 
through the rubbish ne stared at Nova. Next moment 
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and a shadow eclipsed nem, darting off of the cliff face. 
Domino. The Shadow struck in the air, clawing the fore- 
most. It was deflected by a wing, sent spinning into the 
next body, grappling with space. 

The celestials diverted, Foster led Nova into the open: 
treading their path at the breast of the cliffs. There was 
sound now, a shrill voice. Roland stood at the edge of nir 
cave, waving wildly at the flashing sky. Nir hair frizzed 
about nir head, nir eyes charged. “Crack!” Nir rifle went, 
missing all three targets. 

Foster startled a moment at this, surging now quicker 
than ever. 

In her strain to keep up Nova faltered. She had resumed 
the spectacles but hadn't a free hand carrying Aeternam. 
After tottering for some time she slipped under herself, 
snatching onto a clock for security. But there she was 
yanked forward again, tumbling into a bed of glass. “EH!” 
She screeched, arching her back to keep from penetration. 

Foster halted at this, turned as if to see the Human for 
the first time. Static whirred about nem, nir face mad. The 
call had echoed, the Hoarder squinting at them. They were 
just below nir nest. 

“YoUH!” Ne shrieked, nir face smoldering mulberry. 
“CrAAcK!” Rock was hit to their left. “You thleVeS!” 

“ROlanD!” Nova called, having scrabbled her way from 
the teeth. She leapt to the top of a mattress, raising Aeter- 
nam. “I came to retuRn this! You try and shoot me: the 
book gets shot, you try and shoot Foster: I tear the pages. 
Now, I’m going to come up and retuRn this to you, no 
ruse. Are we agreed?” 

The Hoarder quieted at this, affecting contemplation. 
“NO! Have HErh bring it, I don’t trust yYOUh!” 

Nova turned to Foster, who gave a little nod. “Fair 


63 


Phase Four, 


enough.” 

She didn’t trust the Hoarder either, and so when Foster 
had gone off she went behind a cement corner, crouching 
there. A kind of bunker. David and Domino had passed 
from sight, the ridge barren. Nova focused her attention 
on Foster, who was scampering nir way to the ransom. 
There weren't terms past exchange, and so Nova had a laser 
prepared: aimed for Roland’s clouded eye. 

At a dash Foster came within scope, stuttering the final 
stretch. There was wilderness in nir face. Ne stopped several 
paces off from the Hoarder, they had begun to converse. 
“AcKHeGHU mINE!” Was all that Nova could make 
out. She was tempted to find an instrument to read lips, 
rationalised herself. The altercation was getting heated, 
veins strained at Roland’s neck. Foster was impressively 
calm, when suddenly ne hurled the book into Roland’s 
face. While the Hoarder fumbled Aeternam to the ground 
Foster’s tail raised, striking down on the shaggy head with 
what must've been a brick. “Crack!” When the echo had 
passed Roland roused no more. 

Skittish, Nova came out from cover. Treading lightly she 
met Foster at the base of the path, who had wasted no 
time in getting down. Nir face was pale. Nova gave nem a 
meaningful look. 

“Come along.” Foster breathed, guiding them to nir 
float on the rocks. 

Once they had boarded the vessel Foster sprung into 
action, battling various levers at the wheel. Novas whole 
body went tense at the sight, she hadnt forgotten the 
surge from before. But she was inspired by Foster’s sense 
of resolve, found herself running about the deck like a 
wraith, desperate for something to do. It occurred to her 
to find the coordinates, set their course, so she went to the 
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cabin for focus. At the entrance: she stopped. 

Just inside was a net filled with apples, gleaming like the 
teeth of so many reptiles there on the floor. Silver reptiles, 
a dozen of them. Chills flitted at Nova’s neck when she 
stumbled back, her hair bristling... 

“BOuGH!” A current leapt through the seacraft, send- 
ing Nova flailing back onto the deck. By the time she could 
handle what had happened the vessel burst in a tailspin, 
just hesitant of the rocks. Whatever anchored them there 
persisted. Having been tossed just as well Foster staggered 
back onto nir feet, darting for the wheel. Using maneuvers 
that seemed to defy everything ne steadied them against 
the tide, and with a couple of bursts of power they drifted 
away from the cliffs. Clancy’s apple produced an odd, per- 
fumed scent. Thunder and roses. Nova drew the anchor a 
short way out, Foster throttling them for the horizon. Solis 
was rising now, painting the world in picturesque clarity. 
Nova felt the cool wind in her hair and couldn't help but 
smile. Nothing felt better than leaving somewhere. 

There was still no sight of Domino nor David, but when 
they had reached the mouth of the Cove Foster halted the 
engine. Ne just about flapped off the ground, searching 
the sky. 

“This is all my fault.” Ne collapsed, blinking from tears. 
“I encouraged Domino to get the apples. I was just so wor- 
ried about Roland...he wasn’t always so awful, not back 
when I knew him. I didn’t want him getting hurt. It’s just 
that Serum, what it does...” Nir tail huddled itself. “It’s 
just sad to watch.” 

If there was something else to be said, it wasn’t. Domino 
approached. Cut and bruised it flew over the water, grim 
in the dawn. David was in close pursuit, flashes of light- 
ning lapping over nemself to keep up. But when ne had 
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reached the edge of the Cove: ne stopped. As if drawn by 
an anchor, nir wings barely flapping. Hollow. And when 
Domino collapsed on the seacraft, ne remained. Treading. 
When theyd gone a kilometer out, ne stayed the same. 
Watching. Grinning. Silver. 
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Catalysis 


Just weeks after the Republic left, there was an other 
broadcast. 

Nova had been heading into the metropolis. From her 
vantage on the hill she perused her tablet, probing the 
oculi shed left along District Thulite. Activity was mini- 
mal, the occasional garbed figure rushing through an alley. 
A stairway in the south was clear. 

The projections on the towers danced when she 
descended, as they always had: roses, azures and emeralds 
bounding vibrantly below. But something changed about 
their rhythm: it began to flicker, bob its head, and with 
a sudden kick it went to fizzing shades of grey. Static. 
Her tablet was no different. But from the scatter a figure 
formed, a gleaming smile flickered into place. Hundreds of 
them. Ne held a small syringe in nir gloved hands. 

“Citizens of Terra.” Ne beamed. “You have weathered 
the past months admirably. The Republic promised you 
that they would never stop searching for a solution to win- 
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ter’s predicament, and it has been found. I have here with 
me a serum, one that when injected shall allow its user to 
adapt rapidly enough to survive great affliction.” 

+ 

Still. Everything is still. The water, the sky, the deep. All 
of it is the same, azures and ashes. There were more shades 
before. 

“There’s something I’ve got to disclose. I should’ve told 
you before...at any rate, it’s about our fuel. You noticed 
David before, the colour? Well, I know how it came about. 
Back in the Forest, I saw it happen.” A swallow. “If you 
bite one of the apples, you'll turn silver. But it isn’t just 
that, it isn’t just an evolution, it hollows you...” She fell 
off. 

Foster and Domino stared. They were on the front deck. 

“Small punishment for biting a silver apple.” The 
Shadow grinned. 

“Well.” Nova shrugged. “Supposed I might let you 
know.” 

“The apples are locked with the sap.” Domino contin- 
ued. “I will ensure they remain so.” 

“I was going to mention that.” Nova nodded. “Except... 
could I have the Key? I know it’s strange of me to ask, I 
just. ..I know the extent of the circumstances.” She couldn't 
meet its eyes. 

“Do you think I wish to be hollowed out, as you say?” 
Domino snickered. “You are afraid perhaps, but you are 
human. You want to control.” 

They had been at sea two days. With their trajectory 
calculated they settled into a rhythm, piloting in shifts. 
Nova had concluded that their destination was a month 
away. They hadn't resources for the distance, but she sur- 
mised that land came before Violet. The Solstice couldn't 
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of drowned everything. 

What she failed to consolidate was her distrust of the 
apples, and her conference with the crew hadn't helped. 
The Silver watched her in the night, a soft glow beyond 
the Chest’s oculus. It would flood across the room, trickle 
in her bed. She needed somewhere to breathe. 

All she had was the Ring. Concealing it entirely had 
proved futile, but she withheld what properties she could. 
When they slumbered off she would flicker it on, delv- 
ing amongst instruments of light and sound. She needed 
a direct path, jolts required touch, but it mattered not. 
Danger was only perceived. She began small: vapours, 
flares, echoes, but with time delved into the greater com- 
plex: falling rocks, fissures, hypnosis... 

Foster had a project as well, Nova came to find out early 
on. She'd entered the cabin for her jersey, where she caught 
nem scribbling into a journal. 

“Sorry.” She nodded, creeping to her bunk. 

“Oh, youre alright! Pm not being private or anything.” 

“Starting a library?” 

“No.” Foster grinned. “Just keeping record of every- 
thing.” 

“Ahh, so youre building a case against me.” A wink. 
“Somebody ought to be.” 

“You don't keep record yourself?” 

Nova paused, hidden a moment. “Some things. What 
are you recording..? If you dont mind me asking.” 

“Sure.” Foster shrugged. “Well, when I was small my 
dad told me about Lewis and Clark. Have you heard of 
them?” 

Nova sat on her bunk, shook her head. 

“Well, they were explorers. They wandered the Atom 
Wilds, way before...” 
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“Where are you from?” 

Foster smiled, timid. “I grew up in the Atom Wilds.” 

“I knew it.” Nova grinned. “Figured you couldnt of 
been...you aren't like anybody I grew up with. It’s a good 
thing.” She pressed. “They were all boring.” 

“Thank you...” 

“What was it like? Sorry...I just always wondered. They 
hardly told us about them, other than trying to scare us. I 
knew they couldn't possibly be as bad as they'd say.” 

“Well, you know of the Crater..?” 

Nova nodded. 

“Well, I didn’t live far from there. That’s why I never 
learned to swim, itd burn me. Strange things always came 
up, dangerous things. But Dad said it was the only place 
we could be free.” 

“Well, that’s true...” Nova sighed. “The Republic har- 
vested everybody. My nana...she told me once, said that 
if things were different, if she hadn't been taken: I’d have 
a different name, speak a different language.” Her eyes 
stared unseeing. “A bunch of fanatics, the Republic. And 
now theyre out in the Cosmos.” 

“Are they coming back?” 

“No...at least they'd better not. They’re headed to some 
new planet. We'll all be dead by the time they make it, 
if they ever do...my sibling is with them, Neri, ne was 
the middle of us. Only sevenmillion were chosen to go. 
The elite.” An eyeroll. “But you were talking of your atom 
explorers.” 

“We don’t have to get back to that, if you don’t want. It 
seems like we have plenty to talk about.” 

“And plenty of time to do it in.” A smile. “Td like to hear 
about them.” 

“Lewis and Clark...well, they wrote down everything 
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that they saw, when they were exploring. They named 
things. My dad wanted me to do the same, he liked my 
drawings. He said it was our world, since everything had 
been abandoned, said we could name it whatever we want. 
I guess now, with everything sort of shaken about, I’ve 
decided to do it again.” 

“What do you call this seacraft?” Nova smirked. 

“I don’t know, what?” 

She was confused. 

“Oh, sorry! I thought you were telling a joke. So far, I’ve 
named it the Horizon. But I could change it...” 

“Irs perfect.” Nova grinned. “That’s all we ever see, so 
far...” She trailed off, thoughtful. “Were you close with 
your father?” 

“Not really.” Foster mused, lost. “He was horrible. I just 
feel kind of bad I killed him.” 

Nova stared. 

“Tve come to terms with it, I just feel bad sometimes. 
He was my dad, you know? He would...hit us, most of us. 
It was just something we got used to. But then one day, 
one day my sister had this really big bruise...she was the 
youngest. Her whole body was bruised, really. So I killed 
him.” 

They convened about the same time the next several 
days. An unspoken ritual: they'd gather in the cabin, pore 
over the journal. Foster would draw, Nova come up with 
names. A lot of the labels she already liked, though the 
charcoalings were changed to jackals. The illustrations 
were good, maps especially. Tears of laughter spilt from 
Nova's face at seeing Roland. She herself was called simply 
the Human, a title she'd grown to accept. 

Still. Everything is still. The water, the sky, the deep. 


On an early morning, the ninth day, they came to a 
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tower: so tall that its head poked fifteen meters from the 
water. It was strange: made of pure obsidian, according 
to the Pilot. With a bit of ruminating they determined to 
have Nova and Domino enter, scope for resources, leaving 
Foster behind to watch over the seacraft. Mostly they were 
restless. 

“She's afraid of the water.” Domino commented, when 
they had clambered in through a busted window. 

“I suppose.” Nova clicked on the Ring. “Ne can’t swim. 
Tve thought about teaching nem, but we havent much 
time to stop.” 

“She’s taken the Serum, she doesn’t have to learn any- 
thing.” Domino frowned. “Why ne?” 

“Lantern, please.” Nova addressed the Pilot. “Why ne. 
Ne hasn't identified nemself to me, so I refer to nem neu- 
trally.” 

“She's female.” 

“That isn’t for you to determine.” Nova guided the lan- 
tern around, exposing an obsidian lobby. All parts were 
obsidian: plants, couches, a table. A world of volcanic 
glass. 

“One should remain as they were created.” 

Nova flipped around, blaring the light in its face. “And 
yet you used the Serum.” 

Domino said nothing. 

‘They wandered around for a time, through hallways into 
offices and up stairwells. It all felt alien somehow, hardly 
resembling what had been. There was an obsidian figure, 
sitting at nir desk with nir head in nir hands. As if one 
day all the rock would crumble away, and nir life would 
resume as if nothing had happened. 

When their raid had concluded, Nova went for a 
dive. Sure enough, just below the surface lay an obsidian 
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metropolis: towers, paths, windows and awnings. People. 
Bouncing in azure flickers of light like so many projections 
beneath. What are we going to call it? Foster would ask. 
Atlantis. Nova would say. But when she continued to look 
at the place, the deeper it became, the more angles it had. 
And all at once she felt terrified: so many places to hide. 

Still. Everything is still. The water, the sky, the deep. All of 
it is the same, azures and ashes. 

“Aah!” The cry came in the night. 

Roused in her sleep, Nova wasted no time in stumbling 
out to the deck. She felt prepared for disturbances, some- 
how. It was pitch dark, just the Cosmos winking above. 
‘The engine was stalled. Flicking on the lamp, Nova clam- 
bered onto the upper deck. Foster and Domino were 
nowhere in sight. 

Navigatour...instruments...lamps: ray, search: animal. 
Waving the beam circumjacent to the deck, it erected 
itself: locking yellow on something far off the back. Turn- 
ing out the lamp below, donning her spectacles Nova 
blasted the engine. With a roar she whipped the seacraft 
around, Clancy’s apple couldnt hum fast enough. 

In less than a minute she had reached the source: a figure 
struggling in the waves. But it was too late: smoke rose off 
the water. 

“Haugh!” Nova cursed, stepping back from the rail. 
She felt claustrophobic, the night seemed to press on her 
chest. Amongst all the shadows one of them rained down, 
glided silently to the deck. By the time Nova noticed it had 
stalked into the cabin, a blotch against her azure vision. 
This blotch had a name. 

“UlcUS!” Nova charged, storming in after it. “What is 
your prObleM?” 

The Shadow was at Fosters bunk, holding nir journal. 


73 


Phase Five, 


In one purposive motion it split it in half. 

“What are you dOinG?” 

“She isnt a human, now.” Domino muttered to itself, 
its face gaunt. “She shouldnt pretend to be.” Something 
grated in its voice. 

“What do you cAre what ne is? What ne does?” Novas 
vision was blurred, her face hot. 

“Because HuMANity is a disEASE!” Domino snarled, 
rearing around. Its fresh scars contorted like hundreds of 
knives. “They murdered my family. Took me, caged me. 
They ruin EvERything...and they will be stopped.” 

Nova was left speechless, collecting something. When 
she spoke it was with caution. “Weren't you ever a 
human. ..before?” 

A moment. “I was a bat.” Domino hissed. 

Nova spotted the constellation. “You overheard me, 
didn’t you? Speaking with the Superintendent.” The crea- 
ture said nothing, its face hidden. “Domino, I was lying 
to nem, there is no human colony, that’s not where I’m 
headed. To be honest I’m not sure what it is, the place. All 
I know is that something is there. Waiting for me.” 

The Shadow said nothing, just stood there. Breathing 
heavily. Nova could feel a presence behind her. And there 
Foster stood: sopping and alien. All pigment to nir skin 
had been lost in the evolution, a haze had come over nir 
eyes. 

“Hi.” Foster said. 

Still. 

Foster wasnt the same, after that. Ne drifted about 
the deck, never seeming to occupy space. Nova would 
catch nem by nemself, staring vacantly at the water. Ne 
responded to stimuli: answered questions, acknowledged 
nir surroundings, piloted fine and kept the seacraft well 
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maintained. But ne was never present, not like before, 
never involved. Something seemed to have dwindled out. 

Concerned as she was, Nova had other preoccupa- 
tions. Domino, foremost. She had always prepared for the 
Shadow, but now she knew its intentions for certain. It 
had waited their journey to this point, perhaps it plotted 
to wait for the end. It mattered not. When it came for her, 
she'd be ready. 

Having mastered the Ring’s faculties, Nova had set 
about instruments of her own design. There were already 
plenty of holograms at her disposal, but she could form 
new ones simply by scanning them. And so, days before 
the journal’s destruction, she had begun a hologram self. 
While Foster and Domino slumbered she taught it her 
walk, the way she carried herself. At the wheel she would 
whisper to it, things that it ought to know. She'd made a 
habit of sleeping under her bunk, concealed by the fall of 
her blanket. She would tuck the Ring into the crook of her 
pillow, projecting herself asleep on the bed. If she were to 
come and throttle herself, she wouldnt know the differ- 
ence between them. 

But one morning, the twelfth day, she saw a shadow. 
She'd been talking with the Ring, drilling responses. 

“What do they call you?” 

“Nova.” 

“What are you?” 

“Human.” 

“What do they call you?” 

“Nova.” 

“What are you?” 

“The Catalyst.” 

Nova paused, unsettled. “What are you?” 

“Human.” 
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Could she have imagined it? Uncertain of how to pro- 
ceed Nova shut off the Ring, turned her attention back to 
the wheel. That was when she spotted it: a figure on the 
upper deck. Glancing off on impact, Nova went still. Jt 
knows. 

“I know youre up there.” She wavered. “There’s no use 
in gliding away.” 

No response. 

Instruments.. jolts: sixteenhundredvolts. 

Nova charged up the steps, fist at the ready, soaring onto 
the upper deck. Whipping back she struck, striking... 
nothing. Nothing was there. 

A door opened below, Domino coming out from the 
cabin. It reared around, frowned up at Nova. 

“I heard talk.” 

“I...” Nova gaped. “Just me.” 

She didn’t misunderstand what she'd seen. Domino had 
been there, she was certain of it. It had watched her. But 
she couldn't let on that she knew that it knew. So Nova 
determined to lay in her bed at night now, feigning sleep. 
So when it came for her, under the bed, she would jolt it. 
But what if it didn’t believe she was under there? What if 
it suspected she had guessed what she had? Nova needed a 
confidant. 

“There’s something I’ve got to disclose. I should’ve told 
you before, but...at any rate, it’s about Domino. You 
remember the other night, don’t you..? When it brought 
you out over the water?” She fell off. 

Foster stared through her. They were in the cabin. 

“Yea.” Nir voice was soft, now. Barely a whisper. 

“I...” Nova was mistaken. Foster hadn't dwindled out. 
Ne understood now, ne understood everything. “Never- 
mind, I’ve just a lot on my mind.” 
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“o? 
There was Domino, when she left. Out on the deck. 
“You heard that.” 

“Yes.” 

“Weve got to talk.” 

“Yes.” 

‘They went up onto the cabin, the sky a cool azure above. 
Cloudless, as if Nova might drift off any moment. 

“You've got to give Foster the Key.” 

Domino went baffled, grinning. “You wish to talk of the 
Key?” 

“Yes.” 

“Here.” The Shadow drove the very thing from its 
pocket, tossing it to the Human’s feet. “You give it to her.” 
A pause. “You can give her that, as well.” It nodded to the 
Ring. 

“So you have been watching me.” 

A grin. “I’ve seen you. We don't live very far away. But it 
isn’t you I’m concerned with.” 

Nova furrowed. 

“That...ring of yours. Our destination sent it to you?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

Nova refused to speak. 

“These. ..games. Having you travel far, having you see 
things, having you talk with yourself. These are games 
humans play. They want something from you. And I think 
that you know this. And I think that you're giving it to 
them. So why blame everything on me?” 

Nova was sick. Parts were true, but what the Shadow 
wanted... mm so tired. 

“Fine.” Nova slid off the Ring, set it down by the Key. 
“They're both yours. Find your humans. And if you're 
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going to kill me: do it. I don’t care anymore.” Without an 
other word she descended the steps. 

Still. Everything is still. The water, the sky, the deep. All of 
it the same, azures and ashes. 

It was either the fourteenth or fifteenth morning, some 
time after their meals had dwindled to one a day. It was 
Nova's shift. She sat on the Chest, dawdling about with 
the syringe in her pocket. She might've slept the last night, 
wasnt certain. It felt like she'd just lain awake. 

‘There were mountains now, two of them in the distance. 
A small pass ran between, they were headed straight for it. 
Nova didn’t bother with waking the others, supposed she 
was seeing things. But then there was something else: a 
shadow, in the water behind them. Deep. Its depth imper- 
ceptible, it was massive: wider than two seacrafts conjoined 
lengthwise, writhing endless in their wake. 

Nova stared a moment, a few of them. “Augh...” A 
serpent. Without an other utterance she clambered down 
the steps, pounding on the cabin door. “Come out! Come 
on...something’s happening!” A moment and she was 
joined at the deck, the others alert. But without turn- 
ing she had scrambled back onto the cabin roof, rearing 
wildly for them to follow. When they had lighted there, 
she paused. Searching. 

“It was there.” She murmured, motioning behind them. 

“What was there?” Domino was grave. 

“A serpent. I saw it.” 

Moment’ silence. “Might’ve been.” The Shadow agreed. 
“But what to do?” 

Silence. 

“As for this...” It beckoned the mountains. “I can look 
at this.” 

They came in as close as they dared, the cliffs proved 
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massive. It was strange: one of the mountains was layered 
with vegetation, the other barren. The pass ran downward, 
spacious enough for the vessel. It was still some distance 
away. Stalling the seacraft, the Shadow went over the 
water. It vowed to return by nightfall. 

While its absence wandered along, Nova probed dan- 
gers of her own. Foster found her at the engine, hopping 
around, disoriented. 

“Does something need fixing?” 

“Oh, hello.” She startled. “Tm just testing something.” 

A pause. “What is it?” 

“Tm...” A sigh. “It’s just a precaution. Foster: I did see 
something before. A serpent. It was massive.” 

Foster stared. 

“Well, I told you of the apples, what they do...they’re 
my responsibility. I allowed them on the water, know- 
ing...Foster, they're a tumour.” Nova looked nem in the 
eye. “And if something large as what I saw before were to 
bite one, even the engine...” 

Foster had appeared impassive throughout, but ne inter- 
rupted, now. “Let me try.” 

A moment. Nova nodded, stumbling out of the way. 

Foster hadn't been fiddling for a minute when the engine 
lit silver, jolting nem onto nir side. “FZzHt.” 

“Vae.” When the flash had dimmed from her vision 
Nova hopped into the fray, prying Foster from the com- 
partment. No apple was retrieved. 

“Will you be well?” Nova laid nem flat on the deck, 
peering anxiously into nir face. Ne was so light. At closer 
inspection ne didn’t look damaged though, if anything it 
had had the opposing effect: nir eyes seemed closer, a fog 
dispelled. 

“Yea.” Foster blinked gently, a smile at nir lips. “Pm 
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okay. That was just what I needed, I think.” 

“Thank Neptune.” Nova slumped. “Let me get you 
some water, Neptune knows I’ve caused you enough...” 

She was intercepted. Foster had risen, pressed nemself 
against her, gently touching nir lips to her own. 

A moment. Nova drew away, falling back, shielding her- 
self. She just stared, now. 

“I just had to know.” Foster fell off, looking down. 

Nova said nothing. 

“That night...when Domino put me in the water. He... 
ne had seen that drawing of you, the one I drew. Ne told 
me I was a fool, called me your slave. Told me things 
about humans, told me I wasn’t one. Drowning, it made 
me think of all sorts of things, about my life. Some of the 
things ne had said were true, some of the things you had 
shown me were true.” Their eyes met. “I can't keep living 
for everyone else. But first, I had to know.” 

A pause. Nova smiled. 

‘They went to the upper deck for a time. Talked, laughed, 
looked at the sky. Everything felt new, like there were new 
things to look at. Such a vastness above them, such a vast- 
ness below, such a vastness beyond the gateway before 
them. Limits could be dealt with. Everything felt worth it 
up there, but with aftertide came inertia. 

“What do you think is there?” Foster wondered, leaning 
back on an elbow. “At your place.” 

Nova rubbed her eyes, hugged her knees. “I don’t 
know...suppose that’s why I’m going there, to know... like 
you said before.” 

Foster stared. 

“I know...” The Human wavered, something settling 
over her. “I know the things I do don’t make sense. Every- 
body’s just different...I like questions. Suppose I depend 
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on them. There isn’t much that interests me...” She fell off. 
“I know I do things I shouldn't. Lying...I've done harm. I 
just don't care about anything anymore, sometimes. Con- 
sequences. Since the Solstice...everything’s on the verge 
of collapse, does that make sense? I can’t wait about and 
wonder.” She stopped, having reached the edge. 

“No.” Foster grinned slowly. “It doesn’t. It doesn’t make 
any sense.” 

“UgH!” Nova laughed, flailing backward. “I can’t talk to 
you like this. Youre more intimidating than me, now...” 
A pause. “Wish I would evolve.” 

Foster roused. “Do you really?” 

“I...” Nova was guarded. 

“Well you have anyway, haven't you?” A shrug. “You at 
least tried to get the apple yourself, took responsibility for 
it. 

“Suppose...” Nova smirked, stretching out. 

“Tm going to ask you something.” A smile played at 
Foster’s lips. “Can I cut your hair for you? You can’t ever 
really see...it’s always in your face.” 

Nova frowned now, squinting at nem through hair. 

“Tm really good, and I have means to do it. I did it for 
all of my sisters.” 

“No.” The Human frowned, shutting her eyes. 

“You're going to get yourself killed!” Foster laughed. “It 
tangles on everything, I’ve seen it. You'll be tripping over it 
soon. I'd thought that you were just scared to ask.” 

“I just...ugh.” Nova rubbed her face. “I just like it like 
this. I just like to feel wild. You wouldnt understand, 
you grew up free. There were so many rules where I came 
from.” 

“So you dont wash...don’t wash your teeth, don’t take 
care of yourself because of the Republic?” 
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“I...IP'm asleep.” 

“Well isn’t that kind of the same? Letting them affect the 
way you behave...” 

“Fine!” Nova sat up, mania in her face. “Cut it off!” She 
fisted it. “I don’t care anymore! I’m just sick of you saying 
things.” 

Foster went to go get a blade. 

When it was finished, Foster had her look at herself. It 
was strange, what looked back, not like the hologram. She 
had short hair: dradling at her collarbone, with a fringe. 

“Ha!” Nova laughed. “I’ve become Mother.” 

But when she went into the cabin, went to sleep at her 
bunk: she couldn't quit smiling. It was kind of nice some- 
times, human meaning. 

Still. Everything is still. 

“Fshhshshsln.” It didn’t wake her up, the drippling. She'd 
lain awake a few minutes, when she heard it. Nova went 
to the deck. Foster was there, outside the cabin, gaping at 
something above it. Nova went to nir side, turned. There 
it was. 

From the depths the Serpent had risen, its eyes stared 
unseeing, its lips alluding at eating them whole. A head 
large enough to devour six seacrafts, no chewing. It kind of 
yawned, great gummy jaws revealing crystalline teeth, long 
enough to skewer them each several times over. Casually, 
its gooey mouth descended their sky. 

No waiting about for it. Wordless the duo bolted. Nova 
lunged at the Chest: heaving it with inhuman effect for 
the waves. Foster was already flipping over the bow, nir tail 
snagging at one of its handles. With a great lurch both the 
Human and cargo were dragged off to the depths. 

They batted a moment, in the sea, starting blindly for 
the surface. But before breath their ocean had shifted into 
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a cataract, cascading into the void of the Serpent’s mouth. 
Foster’s tail wagged wildly against the descent, slapping 
onto a great tooth, nir arms securing around Nova's waist. 
Stalled just within the head, hectolitres upon hectolitres 
of water poured over them, threatening to drag them to 
death. The vastness was dwindling besides, jaws poised to 
clamp their world shut. The Horizon bobbed just below, 
drifting sideways into the chasm beyond. Treasure peered 
from beneath a pale tongue, wriggling toward its loose 
too... 

“BOUUGHH!” A great flash of silver, the impression of 
jaws snapping open. Air whirring by, sea and sky whipping 
in great flags. Insects clamming the navel. “HEcK.” An 
ocean waved against bone. 

From beneath, Nova drifted a minute. She wasn’t 
unconscious, but unwilling to move. She feared she was 
broken. When she remembered breathing she opened her 
eyes. There was a glow in the azure now, far beneath. It was 
massive, wriggling smaller and smaller into the distance. 
‘The Serpent was silver. 
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Sacrosanct 


One night when she was very young, Nova vowed to never 
play the piano again. 

Her father hadn't returned home from the laboratory, 
sometimes he had to remain late. Nova had determined 
to wait up for him, her nana having slumbered away. He 
knew the mandolin, and would play until she went to 
sleep. 

Time passed. Nova grew frightened, woke her nana. 
She put her to bed, told her not to worry. Time passed 
sleepless, then the knock came. Nova hid at the top of the 
stairway. It was an officer. 

Janus had been walking home, as he did six days a week, 
when a piano fell and splattered him. Some intoxicateds 
had thrown it off their balcony. There wasn’t a single other 
case of such an occurrence in history. Just a lot of silent 
films. 

> 
They hadn't any idea of what they were doing, but it felt 
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certain. They'd hardly spoken a word the whole journey, 
too overwhelmed to rely on more than their intuition. It 
was collective, at least. The Chest had been left in wake 
of the Serpent: sole relic of the Horizon. Together they'd 
paddled it toward the mountains, the glow of the apples 
humming them soggy resolve. It had taken them hours. 
When they arrived it was dark, Foster said that the rock 
was too steep to climb. They determined to venture into 
the pass, perhaps there they would come to safe footing. 
‘There was no sign of Domino. 

It was darker than ever between cliffs, just a sliver of sky. 
Little asters tinkled in the water. On occasion they thought 
they'd seen eyes, crimson pairs of lucent eyes glaring at 
them from above. Never at once, though. In movement 
they were synchronised, a single entity. The river wandered 
along, steady, and they handled it when it did. There were 
no opportunities, the cliffs only got sterner: but treading 
could only last for so long, something was bound to spill 
over. Inevitably, when they had winded around the palms 
of their hands they came to a sharp bend: where water fell 
off to a vastness beyond. The roaring must’ve been audi- 
ble for some time, but they hadn't registered it. There was 
nothing to do but fall off, which came as a private relief to 
them. 

It was a long, hard fall, lots of ramblings about their 
chests. But death wasn’t. Nova plunged what must’ve been 
ten meters below a mirror, the depths transparent. When 
her eyes opened there were figures beneath, monstrous fig- 
ures, too dark to discern one from each other. A fleeting 
moment of terror and she abandoned them for the surface. 
When she'd broken through she found herself in the vast- 
ness: a lake between four mountains. It was all massive, 
water cascaded down from four passes above. She made 
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out the Chest at her side, bobbing unbroken, Foster tin- 
kling toward her a few meters off. Solis would rise, soon. 

The rock was just as steep here, Foster accorded, with 
few ledges to climb to. There were the shadows, above and 
beneath, but neither Foster nor Nova minded them. They 
were drawn to something else: a mass at the lake’s centre. 
It was a long way off. They paddled toward it, quite forget- 
ting their languor. The water affected stillness. 

It resembled a temple, as they approached, platforms 
that layered a marble stairway. Something felt natural 
about it, in spite of its carved premise. An ancient sen- 
tience, perhaps. A long while until they'd arrived, treading 
about the descent of its steps. It was massive up close, each 
platform the set of a silver stage. They'd reached the first 
of them now, lugging the Chest from the water. Upon it 
a great scale sat: larger than Foster and Nova combined, 
yellowed ash in the gloom. A long, crystalline tooth was 
stabbed into it. The duo paled: the tooth was familiar. 
‘They wasted no time in fleeing on to the second step, only 
to find it quite out of reach. At her encouragement Foster 
stepped into Nova’s palm, who hoisted nem up: nir tail 
just snagging the edge of the platform. Nova and the Chest 
were pulled after nem. Here there was a great eye, larger 
than even the scale: iridescent and gelatinous. Something 
was carved into it, azure blood oozing from flabs of skin. 
It was a cross. They went eager onto the third platform, 
which harboured a tooth as big as the eye. Crimson was 
smeared on its side: it looked human. The next three steps 
were barren, which felt transitory. They were clearly in the 
process of something. There was one step to go. 

With a feeling of triumph Foster and Nova hoisted the 
Chest onto the final platform, just shy of the above: dove 
in wake of Solis. The aster winked over the mountains 
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now, revealing the full spectrum of everything that they'd 
ignored. 

The Valley expanded in the light: a divine citadel. From 
all of the shadows beings flooded, thousands of them from 
every direction, as if freed by colour. There were great sea- 
crafts: battered relics of human leisure, drifting in from 
beneath the highest of cliffs. At their helm stood brutish 
demities: crabs, otters, manatees, crossed with blades and 
blood. Elegant canoes pattered in from a flatter prom- 
inence, paddled by humanoid amphibians of modest 
dress. Winged preconceptions of monks flew overhead, 
their robes azure as the aftertide sky. The water bred fer- 
vent denizens: sharks with grave horns, rays with stingers 
of fire, eels dressed in metal mesh, and lurid ones: naiads 
with the tails of fish, umbrelles with rubied tentacles, dol- 
phins wreathed in shell necklaces. Their faces alien, Nova 
couldn't help but perceive danger. After all, in what way 
had humans favoured them? The entire populace gathered 
there at the Stairway in mere minutes, their speed inscru- 
table to Nova's fog of mind. She and Foster stood, affecting 
conviction in the face of their vulnerability, but each were 
resigned to it. Part of them longed for capture, the world 
was so vast and they had grown weary to fathom it. When 
they'd mounted the platform it had been for hope of sur- 
render. 

Of all the spectacle, surreal in its eager presentation, 
thronged in droves about the temple, the vanguard was 
but a frog: donned in silver cap and gown. Little bigger 
than a cat, it squatted on a raft paddled by four ferries in 
silver hoods. They were of humanoid form. 

“Welcome to Vallis!” It exclaimed, a booming bari- 
tone that commanded every surface. “I am the Magister: 
esteemed scholar of the city! Beside me here are four of my 
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Acolytes: apprentices of Vallis lore! And surrounding you 
upon this lovely morning is more or less the populous of 
our humble home!” It waved broadly. “And you two must 
be wondering just what the lily is going on, here!” 

Nova and Foster stared. 

“TIl begin with our origin, and build from there! You 
see: we were driven here in the second beginning, when 
the planet turned round and round again! Something hap- 
pened to the water then, that changed us all forever!” A 
pause for effect. “When the sea had settled...” A whis- 
per. “Nothing was the same! The Titans of the ocean ate 
everything in their wake: doubling, tripling, millupling 
in size!” It hopped. “The bounds were limitless! The big 
kept getting bigger, while us small folk, those of us that 
they spared, remained the same! Seven days passed...and 
at the end of those seven days only seven Titans remained: 
each as big as an ocean! Each of the seven were worshipped 
by those that theyd spared, and thus seven parties were 
formed: one for each Titan! They found us this valley, 
where we might coexist while they war at sea. For you 
see, the last Titan to remain shall mount the Stairway as 
you have done, declaring nemself Leviathan: lord of the 
sea, and deliver nir adherents back to the ocean! Such has 
been prophesied. When a contender is killed, a token of 
nir death is deposited with the killer’s signature via pas- 
sage above. It is then placed on the steps for all to recog- 
nise! Three Titans have been ended thus far...” It counted 
on stubby hands. “Isen: taken by Harvest, worshipped 
by the Isents, the first step, Kraken: taken by Crimson, 
worshipped by the Kraven, the second step, Urchin: who 
abdicated, worshipped by the Urchants, the third step. 
When a Titan is killed, their token in place, a Culling is 
held: where the adherents of the deceased are either sac- 
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rificed to or assimilated into the party of the killer. Thus 
the Isents, the Kraven, and the Urchants have been dis- 
solved.” A swallow. “Four candidates remain...Harvest: 
worshipped by the scrupulous Harvested!” It gestured at 
one of the canoes, where amphibians glowered, supercil- 
ious. “Bacchus: worshipped by the hedonist Bacchians!” It 
waved to the naiads, who smiled coyly. “Atlas: worshipped 
by the placid Atlans!” A gesture to the sky, where monks 
drifted impassively. “And Crimson: worshipped by the 
Crimsen maniacs!” A nod to a narwhal, who was gnawing 
at a human skull. “As for myself: I am unaffiliated.” A hand 
pledged to its chest. “Nor are my Acolytes. We keep the 
truce.” A pause. “And as for you, my friends! By finding 
your way to the top of the Stairway unaided, your spirits 
alone to guide you, you have declared yourselves eligible 
for membership in one of our parties! You will be put to 
the trials of each set of adherents, and determine whether 
you belong in our valley! But if you fail them all...” Its 
voice was grave. “You shall be taken to Mount Silence, 
where none have retuRned!” A silence. “Any questions?” 
+ 

When the Magister's lecture had concluded the residents 
dispersed, departing with speed as uncanny as their arrival. 
The frog then invited Nova and Foster down to its raft, 
where it would shuttle them to their respective encounters. 

“Welcome, welcome, our lovely contestants!” It 
exclaimed, when they had set foot on the vessel. 

“Weve names.” Nova snipped. “This is Foster, Pm 
Nova.” 

“Perhaps you weRe Foster and Nova.” The Magister 
wagged. “Now: you are nameless contestants. You'll never 
assimilate with the pride of identity. When and if you pass 
one of our trials, you'll earn yourselves a new name!” 
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“What if we like who we are.” Foster piped up. 

A silence. Nova stared. 

“Then youll just have to like who you become.” A swal- 
low. “I see you've brought luggage with you.” A nod to the 
Chest. “Contestants are not permitted possessions, here in 
Vallis. We'll take it off your hands.” 

It proceeded to croak at the sky, where two Acolytes 
manifested themselves. They glided down to the raft on 
what Nova assumed were wings: it was difficult to discern, 
beneath their billowing robes. When they had landed they 
bowed their heads, awaiting instruction. The Magister sig- 
naled the Chest, and each of them struck up a handle, 
taking back to the air with it. A bit of distance and they 
were well as birds, heading for the barren mountain. Every- 
thing was so pithy here, premeditated. Manifestations of 
the Magister's head. 

Nova was untroubled, by the loss of the Chest. They 
hadn't the Key, and there was burden without it. 

They were headed to Mount Harvest now, for the first 
trial. It was the shortest of mountains and the wettest: a 
mist seemed to percolate it. A long, wet cliff broke up into 
so many plateaus above, layered with vegetation. Nova 
found herself looking at Foster a lot on the way. Ne was 
distant again, nir eyes shrouded. But it was different this 
time, not depressive. Ne was resigned to life. She studied 
her entourage too, fumbling for a handle on the situation. 
The Acolytes were all in shadow, even their hands con- 
cealed by their sleeve. Sentient cloaks, for all she could tell. 
As for the Magister, it was aloof. It answered questions, 
lectured when necessary, but the ostentation of its manner 
seemed to conceal more than it ever revealed. There was a 
flicker at its tongue, when Nova caught it unawares. Antic- 
ipating. 
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They arrived at a dock, tucked into the shadow of Mount 
Harvest. It was lined with posts, the canoes moored there. 
Hope Station: a sign read. Upon the dock were several 
cages, strung to pulleys up the cliff face. Lifts. An Acolyte 
was charged to look after the raft, while the rest of them 
piled into the cage of the Magister’s whim. What resem- 
bled a bell was strung at the ceiling, which the Magister 
sang into. 

“Tt is your Magister!” A moment. 

The lift began to rise, slowly, every second jammed 
together uncomfortable. It was a beautiful day though, 
cool and cloudless. A great view. Nova found herself con- 
sciously trying to grasp the immensity and the strangeness 
of her surroundings, but it slipped through her fingertips. 
‘The planet had spun her behind it. 

When a lot of mindful breathing and swallowing had 
transpired they came to a second platform: tucked high 
in the cliff face. Unity Station: it read. There was an odd 
door here, in the rock, and the lift transferred in three 
directions: the right, the left, and further upward. They 
clambered out, crossing into the cage on their right. A sal- 
amander sitting at a booth of levers acknowledged them 
with a nod, soon as the door had shut, and off they went. 

The lift went at an upward tilt, the cascade they'd ridden 
roared below. They curved into the pass about the cliffs, far 
and farther on above the river. Nova had a proper view of 
the barren mountain now, across the way. Mount Silence. 
It was alien, almost a pyramid in its uniformity. All of it a 
single shade of grey: textured with odd waves of shelf. 

They passed several platforms on their way, every station 
designated to a small plateau. Each plateau had a pond, 
scattered with drifting cabins. At the centre of the pond 
would be an island, where canoes were moored. Upon 
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the island, a shrine: pointed structures of stone and glass. 
The communities were practically identical. Stations read: 
Charity, Faith, Grace. In all cases but one the Harvested 
were not in sight. 

‘The exception was Amnity Station. The lift stopped only 
briefly, perhaps fifteen seconds before zagging on, but they 
were telling moments. The Harvested stood their ground 
upon the island, where what appeared to be freak mosqui- 
toes struck from all directions. It was difficult to discern 
for certain from a distance, but they must’ve been the size 
of raptors: eyes of crimson. They'd descend upon a denizen 
in droves of ten, whose tongue whipped furiously against 
them. The Harvested were clear victors: toads would swal- 
low three at once, their eyes rolling back into their heads, 
but the mosquitoes left their share of damage: great snouts 
suckling amphibians pallid. One example, a newt dressed 
in ribbons, collapsed to its knees in grief. “My babies!” It 
wailed. “What have you done with the chIldreN?” 

“Agents of Beelzebub.” The Magister swallowed, when 
the lift had resumed itself. “Natural enemies of the Har- 
vested. They came on a fiend cloud, in the beginning. 
Rained over this mountain for forty days and nights. There 
has been genocide ever since.” 

Nothing was added to this. 

Their destination came next, various shades of relief to 
them all. Justice Station: the sign read. This plateau was 
smaller, without cabins, and fourteen of the Harvested 
awaited them. Eleven of them were adolescents, squinting 
timorous in skirt and bonnet and apron. The adults had 
ruffles: a vermillion frog, an ash toad, an ebon salamander. 

“Welcome, Magister.” The salamander respected with a 
curtsy. “We thank you for gracing us with your presence 
this morn, and are ever so grateful for the opportunity you 
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have blessed us with. It shall benefit the young women, 
witnessing this trial of our saviour Harvest. Your good 
faith shan't be wasted.” This was a creature of propriety, its 
bonnet immaculate. 

“The pleasure is mine.” The Magister assented. “Can- 
didates, this is Marylou Ellen: Headmistress of Marylou 
Ellen’s Reform School For Troubled Adolescent Young 
Women!” 

“Is there a school for troubled young men?” Nova mut- 
tered to Foster. 

“School for troubled adolescent young men 


1? 


Marylou 
Ellen scoffed. “Men transcended iniquity, in the begin- 
ning. As women it is our burden to bear.” 

Nova caught sight of the adolescents: staring dejectedly 
at the ground, and a fury burnt inside her. But she couldn't 
bring herself to reply. 

‘They were separated into three canoes, shuttled toward 
the island. Nova sat in the back of the centre vessel, next 
to an Acolyte escort. The vermillion frog and three trou- 
bled adolescents paddled before her. One of them kept on 
glancing back: a pale newt with burgundy stripes. 

“What are you in for?” Nova smiled, when they had 
locked eyes for a fifth time. 

‘The newt glanced to the front. The adult wasn’t heeding 
them. “I shouldn't say.” It whispered. “It was vile of me, 
and I already confessed to it.” 

Nova shrugged to this, turned to the water. Moments 
passed. 

“I dressed up in man’s clothes.” The newt hissed back, 
flickering off. 

A pause. Nova leaned forward, into the newt’s ear. 
“Wanta know something I did?” There was a slur to her 
voice. 
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A scared nod. 

“I gave myself a uterus.” 

Theyd arrived at the island, stepping out to the dock. 
It was just grass here, rounded, not a tree in sight. There 
was a path though, stones leading up to the shrine. ‘This 
was different from the others: the same pointed base, but 
it expanded into a series of dormitories, forming a halo 
about it. Amongst these was an arch, a courtyard peer- 
ing within. They set on the path in rows of two, headed 
toward it. 

“You here to buy estate?” Nova grinned to Foster, as they 
traipsed along. 

Ne smiled at this, but was troubled. “I just wonder if the 
alternatives are worse.” 

The Human fell silent. 

They came to the shrine, slender prison windows glar- 
ing down at them. Nova stiffened. It was like a shaft, but 
narrow rays of light allowed to reach it. But they evaded 
this prospect, passing through the archway and into the 
courtyard. It was pretty, in a quaint fashion. There were 
benches, thorned ivy, a well...but Nova’s sight was drawn, 
naturally, to the stake. She stopped in place, Foster trac- 
ing her. It was toward the back: Solis just upon it, with 
plenty of room for the spectators to observe them. At its 
base were stacks upon stacks of old books. The Hoarder 
would've been outraged. 

The Harvested gathered before it, setting formation 
like a deranged choir, staring expectantly at the Human. 
There was shame upon many faces, but mostly anticipa- 
tion. Even the Acolytes were made anxious, Nova could 
feel them stiffen at her side. Her heart seemed to pounce 
in the back of her throat. Time passed, waiting. 

“You're going to burn us.” Foster offered, nir voice echo- 
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“It is the way.” Marylou Ellen agreed. 

“Were you ever burnt..? In the beginning?” 

“We are of the pure race. A purge wasn't necessary. You'll 
be pure, too: if you repent.” 

A silence. 

“We never asked to be what we are.” Foster was solemn, 
staring at the ground. Nova looked after nem. 

“It isn't about your permission!” Marylou Ellen gasped, 
scandalised. “It is the will of Harvest. You ought to rejoice.” 

“In burning alive?” Nova intercepted. “That won't make 
us one of you.” 

“Tt isn’t about this world: it’s about eternity. Our suffer- 
ing here is but a path to salvation.” 

“And what if it’s not? What if youre wrong? You'll just 
be as miserable here as...” She fell off. 

A silence. 

“We are not miserable.” Marylou Ellen shook. “Are we, 
women? We don’ need these heathens to understand that. 
They haven't known the light Harvest brings us!” 

The others just stared at the ground. 

“I abdicate, this trial.” Nova murmured, turned to the 
Magister. “Tm not going up there.” 

“That is permissible.” The Magister agreed. “And what 
as to you, tailed contestant? Shall you chance purge your- 
self?” 

“It is the sole path to salvation, child.” Marylou Ellen 
was grave. “I know this world has been difficult, to all of 
us, but Harvest is good. Give in, and the next world shall 
be better to you.” 

Foster was silent, staring off to a void unseen. Nir little 
tooth protruded in thought. Nova was tempted to say 
something, call nem away with her, but she couldn't define 
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the words. 

“WaAit!” A voice anguished, unsettling. It was the pale 
newt from the canoe. Tears filled its eyes. “Human: you 
can't go. Harvest is true, I'll prove it to you.” It flung itself 
down to its knees with despair, clutching at Marylou Ellen’s 
skirts. “Burn me, burn me insTeAd!” It sobbed. “We can 
save them, we'll show them the power of HarvEst!” 

“AufH!” Marylou Ellen scoffed, slapping the newt from 
its skirts. It crumpled to the ground, hugging itself and 
moaning a pace off. “Miss Hestor Vivian, compOse your- 
self! You're behaving very indulgently.” A turn. “My apol- 
ogies, Magister: these women are very emotionally dis- 
turbed. And as for yoUh.” It reared on Foster. “Have you 
made up your mind, yet? Or shall you wait until all eleven 
of my troubled adolescents have thrown themselves into 
the fire for your saKe?” 

“Tt isn’t nir fault...” Nova started. 

“No: it’s fine.” Foster dismissed her, resolved. “I’ve 
decided to pass this up: but thank you. I would just like to 
say that I really admire your devotion to this, and I hope 
that your faith brings you nothing but happiness.” 

Marylou Ellen blinked to this, the courtyard stunned 
into silence. Even Hestor Vivian stared, ceased sobbing. 

“Why...thank you. We shall pray for you. I wish you 
the best of the next world.” 

+> 

“Were you really considering. ..back at that island?” 

Foster paused for a time, picking nir words carefully. “I 
was...listening. It reminded me of my dad, the things that 
they said. But he was a hypocrite.” 

“You worried me. I would’ve hated to see you burn, 
there.” 

Foster met her eye. “Thank you. I guess I never really 
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did consider. But whose to say, really, maybe it is real. 
Their salvation. It meant a lot to them.” 

Nova started at this, as if to say something, but stopped 
herself. She turned away. 

They were back on the raft now, heading to the Reef 
for the trial of Bacchus. The Magister had hardly yielded 
a word about them, seemed loath at the subject. Nova 
had a history herself, with Bacchians. It wasn’t a favour- 
able one. But these were new waters, rosehued, with new 
things to look at. There was a clear view of Mount Isen 
now, where the Isents had resided. It was yellow, a metal 
skeleton beamed from the sediment. It was either a tower 
built onto a mountain, or a mountain built onto a tower. 
Perhaps both, perhaps neither. 

They'd arrived at a little translucent fish, bobbing in the 
water toward them. The Magister gave it a nod when it 
approached, as if of consent, and an odd expression crossed 
its features. “Foughegheghuhh!” All at once it began to 
inflate, like a horrible sagging balloon, its eyes pressing 
back into transparent sockets. 

“Haugh!” Nova gasped, fleeing for the water, but an 
Acolyte was at her way: held her shoulders firm in place. 
There were hands in those sleeves of theirs, fat and clammy. 
Nova shuddered. Whatever they were wasn’t human. 

“Compose yourself, contestant!” The Magister barked. 
“You're being very disrespectful.” 

The fish had swollen up into a great sphere, its lips put- 
tered daftly. Slowly, tremulously it rolled on the water 
toward them, the glassy vastness of its mouth descending. 

“OwShH!” Next cognisance they had passed into the 
water, the surface quietly receding. The raft was laid flat in 
what appeared to be a sentient window: the fish’s mouth. 
It was difficult to trace one edge of it from an other. Vital 
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organs glistened faint nearby. 

“Contestants: our Ferry!” The Magister boasted, when 
Nova recognised that she could breathe. 

“You could've at least told us.” Foster frowned. 

“Ah, my dear.” The wag. “Security is but a vanity of 
identity: which you were to leave behind you!” 

Nova’s jaw tensed. 

Anger was superseded, however, by the spectacle below. 
Spread out before them was a labyrinth of coral, as far as 
the eye could discern. Its depth: imperceptible. The rose- 
hue had a focal point, however: a kind of haven at the lab- 
yrinth’s centre. There was music too, from the source, gar- 
bled by the Ferry. Even lost in translation it was melodic: a 
sonic molasses. 

They sailed toward it, this centre, but there was a hesi- 
tance about the Ferry’s movement. With the bright depths 
still a way below it halted, treading there. There were great 
shadows cast upon the coral here, dancing figures of fins 
and tentacles. Moments passed, mesmorised. 

A head drifted up from the labyrinth, a few turns from 
the centre. An other. Naiads, jeweled tendrils of hair rising 
coyly about them. They beamed at Nova now, their eyes 
bells. Pleading for her. They started suddenly, charms dis- 
placed, as if noticing something marvelous. Like birds of 
glamour they flitted up to the Ferry, their tailed bodies 
gleaming enchantments, faces spilt with delight. They 
came to rest just before it, and Nova found herself almost 
brushing the window, wondering whether it all was possi- 
bly real. 

“Oh. My. Bacchus.” The darker of two roses exclaimed. 
“It’s the Human! Everybody's been waiting for you: espe- 
cially us. I’m Killers, and this is the Plaid Juliard.” 

“Hello.” The Plaid Juliard batted a fingertip. 
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“Magistrate.” Killers turned to the Magister. “You have 
got to let us give nem the tour. Old Boondoggle Debb 
wont be up for an other few days, and we'd make it one to 
remember. Promises. Huh, Plaid?” 

“I dont make promises.” 

“See? Plaid’s a philosoph. Total credibility.” 

“Just as well!” The Magister yielded with a sigh. “Can't 
be worse than the others.” 

“There’s your spirit, Madge! This way, now. Follow 
mEecee!” Killers giggled, twirling in space. 

They went downward, the naiads’ tails swimming the 
way. The haven ran deeper than they'd anticipated: a grave 
trench. It was beautiful. Far, far below lay the focal point 
of the hue: a rose aster, beaming vibrantly up at them. 
The music was brighter here too, sweeter, disorienting. In 
the aster’s sheen shadows drifted below: twirling, rubbing, 
kissing against one an other to the saccharine ambiance. 
Nova could almost taste it herself, a delicious notion coat- 
ing her tongue. They were immersed in it now, the revelry 
amongst them: a dolphin came laughing by, seven aster- 
oses tickling its flesh, a duo of maretrumpets beneath, tan- 
gling their necks, six naiads were clutched to a tortoise’s 
back, licking the crystals it yielded there. They seemed not 
to notice the Human, and why would they? It was just 
a body amongst bodies, stumbling blindly to the bright 
sensation. 

“So: get this.” Killers swam alongside them. “You'd think 
that big old light down there was just some crystal, right? 
Wrong: it’s a total clam. Bacchus gave it to us. Pretty neat, 
right?” 

“Hey.” The Plaid Juliard interjected, crossing over the 
Ferry. “Are you a contest, too?” 

“T...yea.” Foster flushed, looking down. 
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“T really, really like your hands. You should come out in 
the water and dance with me.” 

“I, uh...” 

“Is there an actual trial, here?” Nova addressed the 
Magister. “I can’t breathe in water.” 

The Magister opened its mouth, tentative. 

“Here's the thing.” Killers darted into the Ferry’s path, 
nir fingers outspread. “We don't do trials, here. Thats not 
what we're about. We're all love, that’s what matters to us. 
You come out and make love with us: you're in. Clam, 
walrus, plankton.” 

“Hey, Killers!” A whiskered fish called from below, 
swimming toward them. “Whose your friend?” 

“Oh, hey Pubix.” Killers shrugged. “This is the Human.” 

“Oh. My. Bacchus.” Pubix uttered, staring daftly into 
the window. It was the size of a canine. “Wouldn't I love to 
press my lips on that: ne’s gorgeous!” 

“Dont be slippy, Pubes: ne’s new.” Killers sighed. 

“All the better for nem: everybody knows Pubix has the 
best lips in coraL!” Pubix cackled, slobbering Killers on the 
cheek. 

“You're being slimy, Pubes.” The Plaid Juliard frowned. 

Uncomfortable as she was throughout Nova held silence, 
looked to the haven about them. Something had begun to 
stir in its residents, a drowsy awareness that the Ferry was 
irregular. That she was irregular. She could feel eyes from 
below, eyes from above, the dwellers of the Reef closing in 
twos, threes, blotting out the surface far off. It felt harder 
to breathe than it had been. 

“See what you've done, Pubes?” Killers whined. “They’re 
going to scare neM! Ne’s a silence.” 

“You cant blame me for EveRything! They all would’ve 
noticed evEntually!” 
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Nova was suffocating. In droves of twelve they had 
come, just out of the Ferry’s mouth, wriggling for glimpse 
of her. There were schools of neon fish forming her lips, 
oysters clapping on the crowns of umbrelles, naiads with 
horns that sparked flowers of fire. “HumAnn!” They called. 
“HUman?” “HUhMAhnN!” There were other words 
spoken. “Love MEheE!” “HAaAnDs!” “KissSss MehEehh 
HUmAAnUR!” The Acolytes had gone stiff beside her, the 
Ferry bucked anxiously: even the Magister held its breath. 

“Everybody calm doWn!” Killers gasped, bobbing with 
the mass. “You're being ruDeh!” 

“Can we go..?” Nova breathed. “I’m not going out 
there.” 

“What say you?” The Magister reared on Foster, looking 
impatient. 

“Yea...’m going to go. Up to the surface, I mean! Pm 
not staying here.” Foster swallowed, nir hands hidden 
behind nem. 

“UGhHgu!” The Plaid Juliard exclaimed, passing back a 
fish that had fainted. “Come OhNn, hAndss! You can’t let 
a couple of sloppies ruin the tiMe!” 

“Ne’s right, friendss: you can’t [Eave!” Killers pled. The 
crowd had settled somewhat, a hint of solemnity tainting 
them. “Look, Human: I love you, gem. I really, really love 
you.” Nir eyes were sincere, pulsed with the music below. 
“I wouldnt’ let the slobber around here get to you. I mean, 
you saw me earlier: right? Swimmen one of the trails with 
Plaid. I’m a total solitude. So what do you say?” A shrug. 
“Love with me..?” 

Nova was paralysed about this, unable to meet eye 
contact. She wanted to dissolve. She could feel them all 
beg her, dissect her, expect her, what thoughts they might 
have... 
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“Ne loves so deep.” A whisper from the crowd. 

“Love?” Nova exclaimed, scouring the Bacchians for the 
speaker. Her voice shook. “That wasn’t love, none of this 
is!” A wave. “None of you know me. You know nothing 
about me, youre all just looking for something to distract 
yourselves with. You just flit about, trying to forget how 
meaningless you all are...” A breath. “You don’t know what 
love is.” She broke off, a vacuum where words might've 
been. 

Killers paused at this, a look of confusion passing 
nir beautiful face. A moment and ne fitted off, passed 
through the crowd, headed for some trail unknown. The 
Bacchians looked after their friend, a few of them follow- 
ing. Most remained still for a while, glancing at Nova, lost. 
But something must have registered, for with time they all 
drifted off. A minute and only the Plaid Juliard remained. 

“Not love, Human. Not love at all.” 

+ 

The trek to Mount Atlas was silent. They weren't distant 
as they'd been before, but there was nothing to express. 

Nova tried, however, to find something to say. She felt 
that she owed Foster an apology. She couldn’t put words to 
what she'd done wrong, but the feeling was there. She was 
afraid, though. Nir expressions werent the same as they 
had been, Nova didn’t understand them. She had never 
understood them. So much went on that she would never 
know. 

They reached the mountain. It was the steepest of them: 
crags and cascades vanished up into a cloud. Nova admired 
the Atlans, the freedom of flying, but could she ever be one 
of them? She didn’t want to, not really, she didn’t want to 
belong to anything. But she was beginning to recognise 
that the trials were really happening, that they were nec- 
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essary, and could there be a better one? She hadn't regrets 
about the Harvested or the Bacchians, but was running 
from options. They had glimpsed the Marina on their way, 
where the Crimsen awaited. They'd looked beat and men- 
acing in the aftertide brilliance. Perhaps if Nova joined the 
Atlans, one day she could escape to find Violet. Time felt 
immense, and very short. 

Four winged monks stared from above, perched in the 
cliffs. Three were humanoid, the other a form of penguin. 
There were four handled coils of rope attached to the raft, 
one at each corner, which the Acolytes untangled pres- 
ently. At the Magister’s signal they tossed them up into 
the air. With the slightest step the Atlans rained down to 
meet them, snatching at each tether. They seemed to bend 
reality, transcend it, they were all so light. Ethereal. 

A flapping moment, and off they went: the raft churn- 
ing from the water. “Au...” Nova sort of collapsed on her 
side, feeling for an anchor, the planet turning around her. 
Everything was so open, the breeze in her face, endless. 
Could fall into any such way. One large motion and she 
would entangle with space, splatter on something more 
solid than herself. Images passed through her, apparitions: 
wisps of cloud, wrapped around visions of colour. Atlans 
drifted about in her eyes: reading in alcoves, fetching water 
from cascades, flitting veiled through arches. Gardens were 
tended to in fissures, trees growing downward from shelf. 
Everything seemed to rest on the brink of destruction. /¢ 
isnt enough. 

They were immersed in a softness now, colour displaced 
by dove texture. It was damp. They wandered through 
this but for a short period, fleeting at once into a dimness: 
matter returned to them. 


“Thum.” The raft had padded into a cavern, the cloud 
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but a veil of its entrance. This landing was a sort of sta- 
tion: unadorned, adjoined by many corridors into the 
mountain. Nine lanterned Atlans stood there before 
them, expressionless. They were diverse figures: reptilian, 
humanoid, avian. There was an owl demity without a face, 
a sentient raptor skeleton, an iguana with eyes of golden 
flame. Azure robes and wings were all that they maintained 
in common. They looked at the contestants now. Waiting. 

The Magister charged its Acolytes with the raft, wad- 
dling Nova and Foster to their reception. The monks were 
impassive to their approach. 

“Hello, folks!” The Magister exclaimed, settling itself 
before them. “It has been some time since the pleasure of 
visiting, some time indeed! We're all of us here for the trial 
of Atlas.” 

Silence. 

“Do you...are you permitted to speak today? I suppose 
there are weeks when you don’t. HehO! Huh.” 

They stared at the Magister. 

“Well, I have to come with. It’s my sworn duty!” 

They blinked at the Magister. 

The Magister kind of coughed, waddling back to the 
raft. 

Seven corridors led from the main chamber. The nine 
monks turned about, marching one after the other into the 
third of them. Nova and Foster turned to each other, fol- 
lowing after. Upon entering the path they were swallowed 
by darkness, the lanterns hardly illuminating themselves. 
Nova had only Foster’s footfalls to look after. It was colder, 
too. 

This was her last chance to find something to say. Why 
was she so frightened? They had been together this whole 
time, ne was the closest thing to a friend Nova had known 
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since the Solstice. But now, in this moment, ne felt like a 
stranger. Nova felt unworthy of words: felt unworthy to 
say or do or be anything. 

When the tunnel had appeared to shrink them all down 
in stature, snuff the breath from them, it opened up into 
a chamber. This was small, round, unornamented: the size 
of a cell. The monks had formed a ring along its circum- 
ference. Drifting in the centre was Novas preconception of 
a sage: eyes closed, a humanoid stature, naked, great wings 
of pepper gently keeping nem adrift. There was a collar at 
nir neck, chained to a metal anchor on the ground. As if 
keeping nem from drifting off in space. Ne hadn't arm nor 
leg. Nova fought the goon impulse to laugh. 

The Atlans seemed expectant of them. Nova and Foster 
hovered at the entrance, uncertain. They were both eager 
to fill whatever void was needed, but couldn't fathom how. 
Moments passed, breathless. Nova visualised herself giving 
them a twirl, and snorted. 

“You have come seeking freedom.” The Sage spoke, nir 
face unmoving. Nir voice was simple. 

“I...” Nova started. 

“Yes.” Foster said. 

“You know how to obtain it.” 

“No.” A swallow. 

“Don't want it.” 

Nova gaped at this, galvanised. Foster was confirmed. 

“To get your wings.” The Sage continued. “You must 
relinquish your desire.” 

A moment. Foster nodded. 

Nova mulled this over. Was ne asking her to give up 
finding Violet? Was she capable of that? Can anything else 
make me... 

“Human.” The Sage was adamant. “Your journey ends 
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away from here. It is a necessary one. Now go.” 

Novas mouth opened, she turned to Foster. Ne didn’t 
meet her eye. OA. She tried to understand. 

“Thank you, for everything.” A swallow. 

Foster looked to her, a bit stirred. Nir eyes were different 
now, closer than theyd been. A soft smile. 

“Good luck, Nova.” 

+ 

There were many seacrafts on the Marina. Some resem- 
bled the Horizon in figure, others bigger, few were smaller. 
All were stranger. All were rugged, maintained to the min- 
imum, painted in crimson characters. Hail Crimson! They 
read. Crimson is the true Leviathan! Strung at each vessel 
was a dove flag, a crimson cross upon it. Crews of threes, 
fours, fives, fourteens would glower at them as they passed 
along, rough as ever. There were lobsters with hooks for 
claws, walruses with blade tusks, a seal with its mouth 
stitched shut. They were in the water too, glaring glassy 
at the Human: whales with needle skin, octopi with jade 
eyes, a fish with the head of an other fish sewn to itself. An 
inane grin passed Nova’s lips. Perhaps she did belong here. 

While the seacrafts were diverse in form, one was clearly 
parent of the rest: a monolith of human cargo. Many of 
the crates were still about it, refurbished as cabins. The 
residents of these, hundreds of them stood about the rail, 
squinting at the Human with an expectation. This was 
clear their destination: a cage glimmered crimson just 
beneath their flag. 

Solis was falling when they came to the monolith, 
casting its delicate sheen upon the Valley. Such a marvel, 
swathed in amber by the gloaming. All the mirrors on the 
crafts shone crimson now. A ladder drifted from the deck, 
a scragely thing, which Nova mounted without signal. 
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It was missing many steps. The taste of metal was strong 
here, crimson smatter on the hull lapped at her face, but 
she held not her breath. Reality felt thinner than it had. 

She stepped upon the deck, where the crowd had gath- 
ered in a ring about. She couldn't find the end of it. Faces 
seen asserted imposition: an otter with glass teeth, a peli- 
can wearing the skull of an other pelican, a komodo shiv- 
ering its acid tongue. Nova didn’t care. They knew noth- 
ing. The Magister had joined her on the plank, Acolytes as 
well. Ready to begin. 

The vanguard of the Crimsen was a bear with grave 
tusks, towering at threehundred centimeters. It missed an 
ear, its fur drenched comprehensibly with blood. “Hello 
Magister.” It purred, its shoulders rolling. “Everything is 
prepared.” 

“Very well, Captain Sergeant.” The Magister agreed. 
“Well candidate, this is your final trial! Shall you partic- 
ipa...” 

“Yes.” Nova's fists were clenched, her jaw proud. 

“Then let’s begin.” The Magister smiled, giving Captain 
Sergeant but a little nod. 

“AgH!” Next moment Nova had been seized by the hair, 
pulled forward amongst the throng. They parted before 
her like so many fish, sneering and jeered about her neck. 
Her limbs teetered with her weight, the paw releasing her 
velocity. “Thck!” She fell to her back, her head slammed to 
the deck. A ringing in her ear, her vision popping. There 
was a murmur too, voices flurrying about her. “Crim- 
son.” “Crimson.” They chanted, sweating with fervour, 
they were close and far away. “Agh!” The paw at her hair 
again, dragging her along the path. The murmurs had 
formed a way now, squiggling orderly chapped faces over 
her. “Crimson.” Crimson. Voices faster, manic, her heart 
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bounding to catch up with them. Nova floundered about 
like a wriggly serpent, catching glimpse of the destination 
at her shoulder. It was the cage, having lowered down the 
pole. “Crimson!” Crisa. “Crimson.” Crisen. Nova thought 
to panic, but none of it could possibly be happening. 

“Hah!” She was hoisted to her feet, Captain Sergeant 
twirling her about. Spaces kept spinning where she hadn't. 
Crisa! They whispered. She faced an open cage now, a 
loomed abyss. Captain Sergeant cupped her head, throt- 
tling her forward. “ThunG!” She thundered at the bars, 
flinging to the ground, her ribs heaving. “Oghoghogch.” 
She gaped for breath, her back wretched upon the crusted 
floor. “ThucK!” Bars rattling shut. Crimsoncrimoncrissan. 
“Crimson!” 

“Human.” Huma. “Huhm.” Three Captain Sergeants 
soared over her now, mingled with so many clatter. “You 
have entered the domain of Crimson: the one and true 
Leviathan.” Their voices stretched, pacing, clawing at each 
other. “Our saviour speaks with us a single way.” The crew 
bobbed and crackled at the bars, hushed, faces smeared 
across each other. “Do you know what that is?” 

“HaugHk!” Nova coughed, blood seared slobber to her 
cheek. 

“Pain.” Captain Sergeant chewed, bloody teeth glisten- 
ing above its head. “If you do not beg for death then you 
are one of us: a disciple of the one true saviour Crimson. 
But if you do...” Everything halted, a moment’s focus. “To 
the Dead Mountain with yeh!” 

“CRIMsOhN!” The crew erupted, an entire simmer 
quaking behemoth. 

Crr...Captain Sergeant sauntered sharp about the cage, 
Nova scrambling tangled when it went. Her limbs were 
much too lank... 
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“AuGH!” Captain Sergeant snapped her hair, slamming 
the Human back against the bars. “Now...” A claw trick- 
led her neck. “Let’s see what makes you human.” 

“CRiMsOn!” Cre. “CRIMsON!” Un. “CrimSon!” 

“MAadgeErhH!” Nova shrieked, her breath collapsed 
on itself. The frog was stained upon the crowd, eyeing her 
coldly. 

“CrIMSsOoon! CRIMSOn! CrimmmmsOn!” 

“Ahh.” The Captain soothed. “So that first.” A claw 
dradling her lips. 

“Nuhuhnohcknuh!” Nova gargled, thrashing her head. 
“Kihl meh. KIhL MEH!” 

CcRrRisyn...CRISS...Crimsen! 

Tugging her chin upward, a paw squirmed against her 
mouth. 

“CRIMSON!” 

She bit down with all her might. 

“AAAGhElheckHeckHAH ck!” 
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Leviathan 


One night, years after her father’s death, Nova was roused 
from her sleep. 

“Novello.” Nicolai whispered. “I had a fright. Can I 
sleep with you?” 

“What about Mother?” 

“She was awful tired today, I didn’t want tah make her 
more tired.” 

Nova opened the blankets, rolling over. Nicolai climbed 
in, and they laid awake for a time. An unspoken word 
hung between them. 

“Novello.” Nicolai whispered eventually. “Are you 
awake?” 

“Yes.” 

“Novello, when can I call you Nova again?” 

Silence. “Never.” 

A pause. “I don’t understand...we were best of friends, 
then. You would play me music...do you remember that? 
I never used to have frights when you played me your 
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music. You were going to write me a song. You said that 
you would.” 

“Everything’s been written, Nico.” Nova sighed. “It’s all 
equation, now.” 

Nicolai was silent a moment, pondering this. “Then 
why doesn’t anybody create some new instruments?” 

+ 

Mount Silence was a murmur that night, the Acolytes 
gathered at their shrine in anticipation of the Human. It 
was beneath the mountain, this worship: an island at the 
centre of a cavern lake. Round, platform after platform 
ascended to a dais, where the Talismans were laid atop 
the altar. There was the Moth: winking brightly from its 
jar, the Cactus: bristling lucent flowers in its vase, and the 
Chest: casting shadows from within. All of them glowed 
silver. 

These aside, all was darkness: silver asters glaring on the 
water. Amongst them was a paddling sensation, gliding 
steadily toward the island. The Acolytes turned not toward 
it, standing rigid in their rings along the steps. They were 
varied sizes here, filled their robes in varied ways. Some 
vanished into them, others swelled them out of shape. 
All were hidden in shadow though, hoods faced the altar 
vapid. 

The raft had reached the dock, the Magister plodding 
up the steps. Four Acolytes traced after nem, making forty 
in total, carried a limp form. It was inscrutable in the dark- 
ness, twitching faintly to itself. The Magister said not a 
word, looked not in a direction as it took its place before 
the altar. Only when the Ferries had laid the body at the 
dais, just to nir side, diverted to formation on the steps, 
did ne speak. 


“Brethren.” Ne began, barely a whisper, unable to resist 
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a gleaming smile. “Your unwavering patience shall not go 
ungratified, this night.” A veil had been lifted: ne was still 
performing, but a role that came more natural than the 
rest. “This night...” Nir eyes darted about, blazing fervour. 
“We kill...” Ne drew a blade from within nir gown, quak- 
ing with excitement. “The Human!” 

The Acolytes were silent still, but more substantial than 
they'd been. There were beings in those robes of theirs. 

“Now...” The Magister had turned nir attention to the 
body, stalking over it. “We pray...” A silence. “EnlgmA!” 
Ne exclaimed, throwing nir hands to the altar. “Oh great 
EnigmA! Ne who hath guided us through the innards of 
this cursed mountain, ne who hath shown us nir light! 
Ne who shall lead us back to our true home, the hidden 
LeviathaN! We have brought before you today a worthy 
tribute, the last of a race which once ravaged this planet. A 
race that pillaged your resources, tortured your adherents, 
pollUted your oceaN! But our faith hath delivered us from 
theM!” A whisper. “And now tonight, this night we deliver 
you this...thiS...this monstrOSiTY!” The Magister’s eyes 
bulged with fury, the knife raised over nir head. “SO 
THAT ITS REIGN OvER US SHALL BE FInISHED, 
IN YOuR NAME, ONCE aND FOR AHLL!” 

“Wait.” A voice grim, from the darkness. 

The Magister paused, as if choking, glared wildly into 
the shadows. Ne was unable to discern from amongst 
them, but the Acolytes had turned to the source. They 
knew their kindred. 

“I have what you seek.” The voice was calm, certain. 

The Magister blabbered a moment, flabbergasted. 
“What I seeK! What I seeEk! I have a live hUmaN! What 
else could I POssibly divine?” Spittle flew into the dark- 
ness. 
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“You worship the Tumour.” 

“TumoUr?” The Magister screwed up nir face, scan- 
dalised. “What you see befoRe you Child is the hidden 
LevlathAN! It has chosen us, all of us, led us here to its 
light. While all those other idlots go about burning each 
other at the stAke, we have found the trUth!” Ne panted a 
moment. “I tell you this because you must already knOw!” 
Ne waved nir arms. “How else could you have wAndered 
heRe?” 

“I understand.” The voice aligned. “I do not know if 
this Tumour breeds kind or ill, but I have heard it speak. 
I have here with me the Key, to the chest filled with 
silver apples and silver sap. I will give it to you for the 
Human.” 

“WHaT!” The Magister exclaimed, nir eyes cross- 
ing themselves. “I wouldn't give you this human if you 
claimed to be the Leviathan nemsELF! AHLI day I have 
dealt with it brEathing, and...and spEakinG, burning for 
the moment I could wRInG itS NECK! Show it that it isn’t 
so suPEriOR as it onCe thOUgHT! We don’t need your 
muRK KEY: we can just breAk the blasted thing opEN!” 

“You can try.” The voice agreed. “But silver apples don’t 
make for an ordinary seal. And you have your tokens her 
arranged so nicely, I don’t believe that you would chance 
desecrate the contents inside.” 

A pause. “Well maybe youre wrONg.” The Magister 
pouted, nir cap tilting mad. 

“Maybe so. I will go, then.” 

“I...nO!” The Magister hung nir head, pressed nir fin- 
gers to nir brow. “Fine. We'll make a trade. But it will be 
dead soon, just so youre certain of that. If it isn’t already.” 

The voice said nothing. 

“So you...you...wherEver you are, toss us the Key.” 
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Silence. 

“Well...” The Magister shrugged. “We have to be sure it 
woRks.” 

“Clck.” The Key clattered to the ground, just at the 
Magister’s feet. Ne glared about nemself, up into the shad- 
ows, daunted. It had fallen from directly above. Steadily, 
steadily ne bent over, eyes fixed on the source, nir tongue 
twitching. Nir fat fingers fumbled the dais, struggling to 
snatch up nir ransom. 

“Fwooshh! Kck.” A shadow had landed on the altar, 
crouched menacing. Ne was gruesome: trails of blood ran 
from freshly gouged sockets. There was something indis- 
tinct about nir shape, the creases of nir face. As if nir spirit 
was unhinged from the body, lines blurred about their cor- 
ners. A sentient darkness. 

“I am waiting with the Human.” Ne grunted, swing- 
ing nemself to the dais. The body laid between nir legs. “I 
think you lie about everything. But I won’ collect until 
the Chest has opened.” 

A strain came into the Magister's face, but ne gulped it 
down. “Very well.” A frown, nir breath caught. “Keep an 
eye on this brUte.” Ne spat to nir Acolytes. 

Ne snatched up the Key, approached the altar. The Chest 
was front and centre. Desire burnt between the Magister's 
eyes, glimmered silver, nir tongue dripped with passion, 
nir hands quivered when they reached the lock. “Clck.” 
The Key went. A shiver. “Clck.” It tur... 

“BBOOOOOOUUGGHHHH!” 

+ 


The Talismans thrummed, pulsating brightly on the 
altar. When the Chests seal had broken they had surged: 
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blasting every body from the island. Now together they 
rose and fell, like beating breath, casting silver shadows 
about the cavern. The displaced figures could only tread in 
the quivering waves, bristling with awe at their Leviathan. 

One shadow was darker than the rest. Time passed of 
nem drifting amongst them, to all appearances pensive. 
Then ne whirled about, sprang forward. “Plish. Plish. 
Plish.” Ne went on the water, slamming nemself into 
flight. Ne glided a moment, an other, and then spiraled: 
returned to the waves. Ne passed for some distance within 
them, coming to rest at the Human. 

It was in shallows apart, splashing and gurgling to itself. 
The Shadow waded behind it, dragged it ashore: a narrow 
shelf, just eluding the tide. Laying it flat, ne started: the 
naked body was bruised head to foot, its head shaven. 
Colour had drained from its skin, its eyes rolled unsee- 
ing. There were trails of snot and tears about its lips, silver 
in the blaring light. Cloth had been shoved in its mouth, 
drenched with blood. Each of its arms ended at the wrist, 
now: wrapped in crimson. There was... 

“Grugl.” The water went, near. The Shadow paused, 
turned toward it. “FwrrrhhhhUUbhhhbhhbbhh...... : 
Movement. “FwrrrhhhhUUhhhhhhhhh...... ” By the 
time darkness passed ne had lunged to the water, snatched 
up the Magister by a limpid leg. 

“YAUhHh!” The frog shrieked, hanging downward, 
batting nir knife uselessly in the air. Nir cap had fallen to 
the rock, nir gown tumbled over nir head. “ThAt hUmaN 
is MINE!” 

“Silence.” Domino swatted the blade from nir stubby 
fingers, clamped nir neck, righting nem over nir head. 
“You are a hypocrite.” 

“KeKrrrGuhELphuCk!” The Magister clawed, feral. 
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“Humans cannot exist: in that we are agreed...” Domino 
frowned at nir hand. “But neither can you. You have done 
what only humans were capable of.” 

“Kcekul...” The Magister protested. Domino slackened 
nir grip. 

“It wasnt my faUlt!” Ne burst, breathless. “I didn’t... 
hck...tortuRe it! I was just going to kiLl IT! There was... 
kk...nothing I could’ve doNE!” 

“You lie about everything.” Domino grimaced. “You 
enjoy what has happened.” Nir hold tightened. 

“KkhAugh!” The frog’s eyes sagged at the pressure, nir 
tongue wagging dopey. 

“T will not kill you, now.” Domino surmised, nir head 
tilted in thought. “That would be a kindness: you don't 
deserve kindness.” Ne turned to the knife, bending down. 
“No: I will cut out your eyes. All of your listeners did so, 
to better understand the Tumour.” Ne pointed the blade. 
“You will do the same.” 

“HAUghHeAuGHLPUh!” 

The Acolytes remained motionless, in the waves. Facing 
the island. If they heard they did nothing. 

“Plish.” Water went, when Domino had finished. Ne 
turned back to the Human, now. 


“Unfortunate human.” Ne frowned, bending over it. 
“You didn’t deserve this.” Gingerly, ne unwrapped the com- 
press at its left wrist: blood had stalled, if there was blood 
left to run. “I would allow you to die...” Tied within the 
cloth lay Nova’s Serum. A strange message. “But you are 
necessary to me.” Ne held the syringe to its neck. “You'll 
be...” Ne fell off. 

“Clck.” It was a warning. The syringe had clattered to 
the rock, unpenetrated, the Shadow fumbling back from 
the body. The Serum was empty. 
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“What are you?” Domino uttered, afraid. 

Ne remained there a time, unmoving. Ne seemed on 
the verge of springing into a million directions, for the 
moments that passed. When they did ne wrapped up the 
cloth, threw the Human over nir shoulder. Ne clambered 
on from the shelf, stooping into a tunnel. 

It was a catacomb, Mount Silence: tangled enough to 
get lost in eternally. Many still wandered about, went 
for weeks without crossing the same path a second time. 
Domino avoided these, weaving nir way through twist 
after turn, zigging and zagging, stooping and leaping and 
diving, minute after minute, upward and further upward. 
It was all choreography, agitated, as if ne had passed many 
a time. Ne was light too, lighter than ne ought to have 
been. Energy just tethered to substance. 

When this scramble had gone on for nearly an hour, ne 
came to a shaft. Ne stopped. There was something inside, 
a sentience... 

“Tt is I!” A voice chirped within, down on the shaft floor. 
“The lost Princess Tandry: daughter of the true Leviathan 
Isen!” Ne was a little yellow crocodile on two feet, tucked 
within the folds of a humanoid dress. Ne was hardly the 
size of a rodent. 

Domino frowned. 

“My sister Persenna, jealous of my great beauty, had me 
stolen in secret: banished to this horrid abyss, where I have 
wandered ever since! I have starved for so long that I have 
shrunk far smaller than my regal stature: exemplified by 
my dress here, which I hide within for fear of nakedness!” 

The Shadow was impassive throughout, having entered, 
laid the Human to the ground. 

“I have been so very afraid: doomed to shrink from exis- 
tence, so I thought. And so very...very...vEry cold.” Nir 
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eye twitched with remembrance. “But all that has changed, 
now that you're here: my comely prince!” 

The Shadow wiped snot from nir nose. 

“So...what say you?” Princess Tandry went on. “I am no 
heavy burden to bear, and have gone about these tunnels 
many times over: this pit is true the exit. I have thought to 
climb it many a time, but fear of falling. I haven't wings to 
carry me on, as you do.” 

Domino had crouched to the ground, tearing fabric 
from nir breeches. 

“Well...” The Princess flushed. “Have you nothing to 
say to me?” 

“No.” The Shadow had shrugged the body onto nir 
back, tying its arms about nir neck. 

“I...” The Princess was close to hysterics. “In the name of 
my father Isen do I besEech you, Sire! Do you not under- 
stand how cold it gets? I am an ectotheRm!” Nir voice 
broke. “Why...if you don’t carry me up with you straight 
away, well 1...P1...PLI bITe AIL youR tOEs OFfF!” 

And with that ne charged from the dress, blinded by 
hot tears of rage: nir jaws snapped at everything in nir 
path. With impatience Domino snatched nem up from 
the ground, held nem wriggling into the air. Nir fist was 
firm, nir glower merciless. With some haggard moments 
Princess Tandry composed nemself, resigned to the Shad- 
ow’s face. 

“You need not climb this shaft.” Ne growled. “There is 
more than one way from this mountain.” 

“But I have tried to Ook!” The Princess pleaded. “For 
weeks upon weEks I have trled!” 

“Your problem is looking.” Domino turned a fresh 
socket toward nem. “You must remove your eyes. Only 
then will you see this mountain.” 
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“I...now what sort of advice is thAt!” The Princess was 
scandalised. “I couldn't possibly...I am royaltY!” 

Domino had been going to speak, but halted at this. 
A repose passed over nir features. “You will ride in my 
pocket.” 

“Oh!” Princess Tandry swooned with relief. “Do you 
really mEan it?” 

The Shadow said nothing, tucking nem into nir 
breeches. 

“Oh, thank you! Thank yOU!” Ne cried from the 
pocket, nir voice muffled. “I don’t know how to repAy 
you! My father...he’ll see to it: yeS! Why, when he returns 
Pll tell him all about it: that’s what I'll do! He’ll make you 
a duKe! Yes, the Duke of...oh!” 

Ne was rattled about, Domino having launched into 
flight. There was silence a time, as ne went up the chasm 
wall. Ne would kick from one ledge to the next, adjusting 
the luggage when necessary. 

“You must be very brave, to remove your eyes like that!” 
The Princess inevitably called, when they hadn't gone fif- 
teen meters up the stretch. 

“Dont be loud, I hear everything.” Domino grimaced, 
clamping into a crevice. “And what is there to fear.” 

“Well the pAin of it, for one thing...and then the blind- 
ness, of course. Oh, all of it just sounds horribly drEad- 
ful!” 

The Shadow swung nemself upward, into a serene glide. 
“Pain is learning, evolution...] am aware of more than with 
sight.” 

They paused for a moment, spiraling free. 

“That thing on your back...” Tandry puttered. “What is 
itg” 

“I do not know for certain...” Domino pondered. “It 
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is human, that is the truth, but its circumstances are very 
strange. It is connected to something.” 

“A hUman!” Tandry gaped. “That’s revoLting! Are you 
going to eat it?” 

“No.” A pause. 

“Oh” 

“This human...” Domino professed, an odd rawness. 
“Ie is sensitive. It is very foolish, but it is sensitive. ..it is 
very bad for existence, but it isn't...” 

“Brhbuhbuhmburhh...” The mountain quaked. 

The Shadow was sent in a spiral, the walls shivering. 
Ne was unable to orient nir weight in the grumbling, the 
Human dragged at nir neck, had nowhere stable to land. 
Domino could do nothing but fall, delay nemself this 
way and that, by the time ne collapsed on an overhang 
the tremour had stopped. A breath afraid. Ne adjusted the 
body. They hadn't fallen very far, their destination wasnt... 

“Brhbuhbuhmburhhuh...” 

“FAthER!” The Princess shrieked. “Oh, it muSt be 
fatheR! Oh, I just kneW he would wiN!” 

“SIlenCe! You fool...” Domino snarled, pouncing from 
the wall. Ne glided for several meters, kicking into the sur- 
face adjacent, rearing about, just snatching the edge of an 
entrance with nir fingertips. The tremour had... 

“BrhbuhbuhmbuRh...” Nir fingers slipped, but the 
Shadow flapped nir wings frantic, just managed to fumble 
them into the adjoining path. The moment nir feet 
brushed the ground ne had shrugged the Human from nir 
shoulders, laying it gently. 

“Are we h...” Tandry started, the Shadow plucking nem 
out of nir pocket. 

“Let this be a lesson to you...” Domino gushed, yet 
more choreography. “Royalty doesn’t exist.” And with that 
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ne cast the wailing crocodile back to the depths. 
“BRuhburhUmburhuhU!” 
+ 

“Brhbuhbuhmburhh...” 

The Titans came in the night. 

“Brhbuhbuhmburhhuh...” 

It was soft at first, their footfalls. But a murmur in the 
distance, subconscious to those who heard it. And then it 
came closer. It tremoured. From all directions their thun- 
der went. 

‘The denizens surfaced to it gradually, but with dawning 
conviction. The Harvested were gathered at their stations, 
armed with prayer, their ribbons aslant in the asters. Their 
hymns were proud, gallant. The Bacchians rose from the 
depths, carried oysters and clams to the surface. All of 
them cradled something, warding melancholy. The Atlans 
perched in the rock, listening stiff. Restless. The Crimsen 
frowned at their decks, oddly subdued. They cried not in 
allegiance. There was fear. 

But all of them knew. Or nobody doubted. When the 
Titans came into sight, glowing silver, none were sur- 
prised. There was nothing to understand. Over the passes 
they came, climbing mountains. Each were as large as a 
mountain, casting oceans of shadow. From Pass Magda, 
between mountains Harvest and Silence, was a serpent: 
treasure peered from beneath nir crystalline tongue. From 
Pass Lilith, between mountains Silence and Isis, came an 
umbrelle: ne hovered as if in water, nir tentacles caressing 
the rock underneath. From Pass Delphine, between moun- 
tains Isis and Atlas, came a tortoise: a forest grew from nir 
back, elm trees. From Pass Cath, between mountains Atlas 
and Harvest, came a lobster: nir eyes dual beams of light, 
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There was no sense of violence about them, no battle 
at hand. They were almost synchronised in their move- 
ments, in attendance of something greater than them- 
selves. From the cliffs they plunged, striking the Valley. 
“SssssSSSssshh...” Harvest slithered by the Marina, steam 
hissing off of nir acid skin. “FlacK! Flack! FlacK! Flack!” 
Bacchus’ tentacles slapped to the lake, drifting tethered. 
“FWGHuHU!” Atlas clattered into the water, nir leaves 
rattling. “FWOoooSH!” Crimson hopped from Pass Cath, 
nir legs carving tidals. 

The effect on Vallis was apocalyptic. The Harvest- 
ed’s stations split from the cliffs, many torn to the river 
amongst them. The Bacchians went spinning about to the 
deep, frantic not to be stepped on. The Atlans were all 
driven into the air, Mount Atlas too unstable to tread. The 
entire Marina was thrown to the rocks, Crimsen diving for 
chance survival. Few wondered at the Titans’ indifference. 
‘They were power. 

When they reached the Stairway, the Titans rooted 
themselves: each of the four formed a diamond around it. 
In spite of their cessation there was much aftermath to be 
had: frogs fishing salamanders from Pass Cath, maretrum- 
pets naming the dead, an ibis had flown into Mount Atlas 
to rescue the Sage, an otter refused to abandon nir vessel. 
But in time the water settled, and the denizens began to 
orient themselves. To the Titans they gravitated: wading 
back to the surface, falling with cascades, drifting on splin- 
ters of wood, glinting down from the sky. Small minutes 
passed before all who were able had gathered there: an orb 
at the platforms, ready for genesis. 

What that was, none could tell. They were all zealous 
this night, felt meaning course through them. Their Titans 
were stoic, simply glared at the Stairway. The denizens 
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grew stiff in waiting as time went, but none doubted. Their 
salvation had come. 

“YAAaAhEagHu!” The wrawl came sudden in answer: 
a pale newt with burgundy stripes, floating on a door 
amongst the crowd. The adherents watched in astonish- 
ment as ne discarded nir paddle, pounced to the water. 
In scarce strokes ne slashed nir way to the island, heat in 
nir glance. Heaving nir skirts about nem ne mounted the 
first platform, charging past the scale and unto the second 
ascent. “FWcK!” Here ne had slammed nemself against 
the wall, nir viscid hands skittering up the step. The crowd 
gaped in awe as ne charged stair after stair in this manner, 
sopping wet, nir bonnet hardly stirring in place. Some in 
the water were scandalised, others oddly inspired. All were 
bewildered. 

“WAuHUGH!” In what had been mere moments the 
newt stormed to the top, landing conviction. Here ne 
paused: nir legs bent, nir eyes fresh. The silence about nem 
was substance, a sound of its own. Ne turned nir head 
upward, nir fists balled. One after the next Hestor Vivian 
glared at the Titans. 

“Oh great Leviathan!” Ne called, spinning about. “How 
I see you now!” Nir voice was bolder, steadier, more pow- 
erful than any had fathomed. “For too long have I lived 
unbeknownst of your power: for too long have I treaded 
such wicked thoughts, for too long have I battled my 
mortal temptAtions...” Nir voice broke, nir eyes widened 
in shock. “DesTROY MEhE!” Ne screeched, collapsed to 
nir knees. “ReclAim me as your OWn! I am not strOng 
enouGH to battle this fleSH, that you have so mERcifuLly 
giVeN mE!” Ne clawed at nemself. “I have desecRATeD 
IT! I aM not strONg enouGh to desPIse mYsEIF!” Ne 
slumped to nir elbows now, held nemself, clutched at nir 
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head. “I have such thoughts...” Ne sniffed. “Such wicked 
thoughts...” 

The long silence followed. Many of the crowd brimmed 
with sadness, none daring to speak. 

“Fzzzzzzzh...” It came low at first, the changing. A 
slight rumour. Hestor Vivian unfolded, arched nir chest to 
the air. Slowly ne raised off the platform, drifting up from 
the Stairway. Ne was an object: nir face empty, nir eyes 
vacant. The Titans’ glance raised nem now, guiding nem 
into space. When ne hadn't gone fifty meters: ne stopped. 
Breathless. 

“VROOOOOOSHHhHH!” 

The Valley lit silver, its denizens blinded. Nearly a 
minute went before the sparks blinked away. When they 
had Hestor Vivian stood back on top of the Stairway, 
glimmering silver. 

The rest were sluggish at first, there was hesitance. But 
when Hestor Vivian descended their path was confirmed. 
The others followed, crept from the depths onto the first 
platform. It was difficult for some, and so they carried each 
other. Otters dragged naiads, who clutched wriggling fish. 
Lizards bound belts around sharks, gulls flying them from 
the water. Winged humanoids gathered in groups of three, 
heaved an octopus onto the stair. They were all one party 
now, passed along until all had turned silver. 

Amongst all of the silver in the Valley was a wink of 
violet. It came from Mount Silence, a ledge. Two figures 
crouched there unseen, one laid in the arms of the other. 
The other's knuckle blinked violet: a little ring. Signaling 
something. It had been for some time. 

From far above, at Pass Lilith came the response. It was 
a zeppelin, zigging over the crags with remarkable versatil- 
ity. At the foot of its gondola an aster beat violet. Some- 
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how, when held against the activity below, it was stranger. 
It zagged down now, fluttering about the cliffs of Mount 
Silence, to all appearances falling from flight. It faltered, 
when it came near the ledge, flickering. Like a moth to 
its flame it steadied itself, halting gently above the two 
figures. The Ring beat with the aster, the aster with the 
Ring: a vein formed between them. The Shadow traced 
after it, resignation passing nir features. The Human had 
stopped breathing there, its eyes mirrored death. A whis- 
pered moment, and violet beamed into one. 
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Paradox 


Nova had a final farewell, before the Solstice. 

She and Nicolai stood at the Station, the lamps dim. 
They were at Nicolais bunker. They'd gotten there early, 
as everybody had. Hardly spoken a word. But now was 
the time, the siren had blared twenty minutes. Most were 
already tucked in the wall, ready for whatever came next. 
Few had shed tears. They were all cried out. 

“Well...” Nova shrugged, ran a hand through her hair. 
“It ll be fine.” She met Nicolais eye now, smiled. “Some- 
how or else...can’t be much worse than whats come to 
pass, just have to sit there...” She trailed off, looked down. 
Her brow knitted together, she turned back up, resolved. 
“When it’s over: I'll find you. Whatever I am, whatever 
you are, we'll be together...” A swallow. “Weve made it 
this far.” 

Nicolai frowned at this, confused. “Nova, I’m not using 
the Serum.” 

Nova paused, her mouth opened. No words were 
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formed, there. 

“Tm sorry, but I belong as me...does that make sense? I 
belong as myself. I thought you knew that. I didn’t know 
you were confused about it. We never did talk about it, 
you know. The Serum. I just went where you had us go.” 

Nova had paled, her eyes glass. “Oh.” She turned away... 

“No, wait...Nova.” Nicolai groaned, fumbling her arm. 
“Dont be angry...it can't all end like this. It’s my decision. 
But what about you..? What are you going to do?” 

She turned to him then, her eyes both softest and sharp. 

“Dissolve.” 

+ 

Violet. Everything had turned violet. 

Violet walls, violet floor, violet ceiling. Violet blankets, 
violet pillows, violet bed. Nova laid there for moments, 
blinking. This wasn't right. 

She felt vapid...like shed been drained of all her vital 
fluids, but not in a physical sense. She wasn’t depressed, 
not really, she was more resigned than that. She crept from 
the bed, her hologram hair spilt into her face. She wore 
violet trousers and a violet jersey. She went to the window. 
Out the window wasn't violet, it was faded sky. A world. 
‘There was ocean below. Nova shivered. 

She was in the zeppelin. Nova went to the door. The 
handle turned. She stepped into a violet hallway, joined 
with violet doors. In one direction this ended at a door, the 
other opened up into a space. Voices came from this way. 
‘They were familiar. 

There you are! Regina called, when Nova had entered a 
violet lounge. It was lined with windows, padded benches 
ran along them. There was a door at the far wall. 

‘There were five phantasms before her, dressed in violet. 
All were just as she remembered them. There was Regina: 
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stern, her hair curved about her chin. There was Quin: 
grinning kindly by the window. There was her nana: waltz- 
ing around, her hands tucked behind her. There was Nico- 
lai: both fourteen and six, laying on the floor. And there 
was Janus: standing in the corner. 

Hello, Darling. The Pilot called, from a little bell above 
the door. We ve all been waiting for you. 

Nova just stood at the entrance, her hair in her face, 
made no movement toward anybody. Her brow was cross. 

You re dead, Darling. The bell continued. Isnt it wonder- 
ful? Though Im afraid that yow re trapped in the Tumour. 
We're within orbit. Now: it isn t too late for escape. All your 
loved ones are here to support you. We can still get you to 
Violet. You just have to discover the Truth. He won t have you 
without it. So: how did you survive the Solstice? 

Silence. All were staring. 

You may begin, if you like. Once yow ve embraced it you 
may come up and pilot yourself. But best hurry, before the 
Cycle catches you. 

Nova said nothing. Moments. 

Oh, come on NovA! Regina burst, exasperated. Now isn’t 
the time for your pride, just sAy it! 

Nova met her mother’s eye, her jaw set. 

There s nothing to be done, Pilot. Regina sighed, turned to 
the bell. Theres no reason when she gets like this. 

The Pilot was silent for some time. Perhaps...perhaps if 
you: her reception were to collect all the evidence, develop a 
hypothesis, then that would be enough for Violet to test. Yes, in 
fact, I think it would. So long as iť s a good one. But the Cycle 
is never far, so best be quick. 

Regina needed no encouragement. She gathered the 
other four into an arc about her, faced her daughter. Nova 
sat on the floor in place, her hand to her chin. 
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Now. Regina commanded, strolling along the reception. 
We'll present our ideas one at a time. How could she have 
survived? 

‘There was silence, flustered. All were deep in thought. 

Maybe she drank it. Nicolai grinned. 

Maybe she rubbed it in that hair of hers. Nana laughed. 

Nova frowned. 

No: we'll start with a different question. Regina deflected. 
Is she really human? 

The five phantasms peered at Nova for some time, their 
brows furrowed. She met their eye, one after the next, 
dared them to know. Except Janus. Nova couldn't look at 
her father. 

Shes human. Nicolai shrugged. The others seemed 
agreed to this. 

Yes, that she certainly is... Regina pondered, squinting at 
her daughter. But that doesn t mean she’s not different... 

I know what it is: she’s been menstruating! Nana piped up, 
throwing back her head with a laugh. Look at the flush in 
her cheek! 

Nicolai blushed to this. Nova burnt violet. 

But that's impossible! Regina exclaimed. The surgery didnt 
give her a uterus. She looked to Quin, now. 

That's true... Quin was tentative, something crawled at 
her lips. Nova, you ve always been such a passionate girl. You 
didn t use the Serum...did you? 

They all turned to the Human, again. 

Nova stared to the ground, dawdling with a tendril of 
hair. 

If she had used the Serum in a particular spot...could it 
have been isolated there? Quin addressed the bell. 

No response. 

But how would that have kept her alive? Regina sighed. 


129 


Phase Fight, 


Something would ve had to keep changing. 

Something would have. Janus spoke, eyeing his daughter. 
Something dawned on them all. 

Pilot: we have a hypothesis. Regina uttered. 

Proceed. The bell tolled. 

At the time of the Solstice, Nova injected the Serum not in 
her forearm: but in her vagina. The ova that resulted from the 
transformation are what have kept her alive. 

A long pause. Nova glared at her mother malignant. 

Your hypothesis is...problematic, to say the least. But effec- 
tive enough for Violet to test. Nova: you may come in. 

Clck. The far door went. Nova rose. Her family had 
formed a path, hesitant. She walked proudly, her chin 
firm. As she passed Quin went to apologise. Nova walked 
through her guide. Nicolai went to wish her luck. Nova 
walked through her brother. Regina went to stop her alto- 
gether. Nova walked through her mother. And then there 
was Janus. 

Don’t forget who youre protecting, in there. Never lose 
sight of nem. 

Nova had halted, raised her eyes to her father. Nothing 
was there. Nova passed through to the door, her door. The 
only existence. 

> 

Hello again, Darling. The Pilot beamed, when the door 
had shut. 

They were standing in a little window, lined with 
violet bars and levers. And the wheel. The Pilot stepped 
aside, Nova took it. She started. The sky had faded in the 
lounge as well, but here... here the asters weren't just above 
her: they were before her. Below her. The horizon ended 
moments on, because the world ended just along. She 
could see the ocean glinting where it fell over the edge. An 
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abyss. But that wasn’t all: peering down from just beyond 
was Luna. Gleaming silver, though Solis shone not on 
nem. A light of nir own. 

On impulse Nova jerked the wheel to the left. Nothing 
shifted. 

It’s too late. The Pilot pouted, hollow. The Cycle begins. 

Nova turned to nem, squinted. Could feel Luna lean 
over. None of this was right. If ne had been a hologram 
before...what did that render nem, now? The Pilot daw- 
dled with nir gloves about the wrist, a wrinkle at nir finger. 

Ugh! Nova tackled the Pilot to the cabin floor, straddling 
nem. There was a swinging sense of vertigo, but Nova 
knew there wasn’t ground to touch. As they soared out 
and over the edge she pressed a hand to the Pilot’s throat. 
There was an odd gleam in nir sapphire eye. It wasn’t fear. 

Remove your glove. Nova grunted. 

The Pilot... 

The other one. 

A smile crossed the Pilot’s lips. Cracked. Ne removed nir 
glove. 

There the Ring sat: brighter than Nova remembered 
bearing it. 

Give it to me. 

The Pilot yielded, set the jewel in Nova’s palm. She fum- 
bled it on, didn’t mind the apparition beneath. Ne made 
no struggle, watched malignant. When the zeppelin fell 
into Luna, Nova secured the iris to her finger. With the 
Tumour beneath, she touched it. 
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Metamorphosis 


As Nova left the glade, Astralis called after her. 

“What should we call nem?” 

The Human stiffened, just at the edge of the foliage. 

“Nicolai.” She murmured. 

+ 

HaUgh' The moment she touched the Ring, Nova was 
sent falling through space, except that she touched glassy 
ground. She could see herself, hundreds of Novas before 
her, straddled naked for infinity, looking on and comb- 
ing their fringe back in shock. They were the last her, just 
before shed gotten hurt. They stopped spinning. Lines. 
Mirrors. She had been transported to a realm of triangle 
mirrors, the zeppelin having disappeared. The Ring was 
missing. No it wasn't. 

There was an other figure, amongst infinity, always 
crouched across from her on the triangle ground. Naked. 
In a folding moment she traced the version who sat in the 
iris with her. Ne was her age in appearance: pale, with a 
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penis. Tall. Lanky. An auburn mane about nir head frizzed 
in countless directions. Ne had a very strange face: bushy 
eyebrows, crimson lips, little teeth. Nir eyes stared in slight 
different directions. She was both of them. They were 
violet. 

As naturally as she could Nova slid from her position, 
tucking her legs about herself. She faced the stranger. 

Welcome to my eye. Ne grinned. Im Violet. A male. 

Nova said nothing. Met his gaze. 

You must have questions for me. His voice was textured 
as the Pilot’s had been: ice and space. My mother said that 
you d prepare a hypothesis for me. Well..? He rang a little, 
glancing endless. Fine: [ll be plain. I invited you to dinner, 
did I not? Well I m having you. 

Nova glared at him. Perite. You're revolting. 

His eyes lit to this, delighted. 

Thats righht. Nova sang, her voice hoarse. [ know  m not 
really dead: you conniving ulcus. Yow ve tampered with my 
mind. 

And what makes you say that. Violet feigned, fought a 
smile. 

Because Mother was never really that bossy, my nana was 
never that...and my father was never really that enigmatic. 
They all just felt that way, sometimes. And they certainly 
wouldn't of guessed... She fell off. 

So it’s true. 

Nova said nothing. A moment. 

I want to be with my body. 

Well. Violet frowned, peering around them. Jf it isn’t 
here, then where is it? 

Perite. Nova snapped. Now isn’t the time to be abstract. 
I know you ve abducted me, I remember... A choke. Pm 
aware of more than you think. 
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Then where are you, now? A gleam in nir eye. 

You know I havent got the answer to that. A sigh. You 
picked me off of that mountain, and now you ve got me... 
hooked up to something, probably. She rubbed her temple. 

And what am I. 

Nova halted, her eyes boring into him. An ulcus: first off; 
and a figment. You re part of whatever controlled hallucina- 
tion this is. 

And what purpose... 

PeriTE! Nova shrieked, stamping to her feet. Tears 
coursed hot at her cheek. You already knoW all of this, 
you ulCUS! You wouldn't put me through this if you didn t 
know... A pause. She searched both of his eyes. You want 
to know why, is that it? Yow re some kind of scientist, is that 
right? You want to know why it was me, and not somebody 
else. Well that’s fine, Pll tell you... Violet just stared from 
the floor, suppressing a giggle. Jr s because I know the trUth. 
Nova batted, pacing the prison from infinite angles. /?’s a 
traP She shrugged, waving around them. AZL of it. There s 
no reason for anything at all. I know that: I always have. Ever 
since a piano fell from the skY: Tve known. But Tve trled... 
Her voice broke. Tve tried everything that anybody ever told 
me to do... She had stopped pacing now, more fragile than 
the windows around her. And everything always got worse. 
Her eyes searched the lines of the jewel, tracing them. My 
life...my body...all the confusion...I just wanted something 
to come of it. To bloom...something that couldnt fade. Her 
eyes flitted to Violet. He grinned no more. Something new. 

Nova turned to her own reflection then, facing it. She 
stared deep into her eyes. And then she dove into herself, 
shattering everything. 

+ 
Her eyes opened. She was in a cell: bound to a chair at 
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the elbow and the neck, so many somethings attached to 
her head. There were no hands to use. 

Something stared at her, beyond the glass. A sentience. 
Nir eyes burnt violet, peered at her from out nir mad face. 
Violet was aged: wilder, his hair greying. He was naked 
still, hairy, his stomach protruded. His face ghostly grey, 
he seemed the cusp of death. 

“You understand.” He whispered, his eyes gleaming 
with tears. “You really do, don’t you?” 

Nova dared not speak. Something was messed with her 
mouth. She wanted to spit on him. 

“That youre wrong...” Violet wept. “You really are, 
can't you see it? There is a reason. For all of this, all of our 
struggling. For life. It’s all been headed toward something, 
why else would I have created my Serum? Why else would 
parents guide their offspring into adulthood? Why else 
would nature walk out from the water and distill itself? 
There is a purpose, and you birthed it.” 

Nova tensed, her face violet. Her whole body rigid she 
glared at him. 

Ill never let you find nem. 

“My Serum...I was using it all wrong, but you learned 
the true way. Together you've yielded the purest expression 
of the Cosmos, the reason for all that exists.” 

What? 


“The perfect organism: the Phoenix.” 
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